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BRATVA BABYSITTER 


Destiny 


I've always been the girl with a plan, but when my 
disorganized best friend gets married after a whirlwind 
romance, | realize my plan hasn't gotten me where | really 
want to be. My babysitting business is never going to give 
me a family of my own. On the spur of the moment | take a 
job in St. Petersburg, Russia, to stir things up. I'm hoping to 
meet a Russian heartthrob of my own, but Viktor the Vor 
isn't the kind of older man this virgin had in mind. 


Lifetime criminal, hired by my employer to act as 
bodyguard, he's the opposite of everything | thought | 
wanted, but I'm falling for him despite all my plans. Cana 
man like him ever change his ways to give me the family 
and become the husband | crave, or am I on track to bea 
prisoner's wife and mistress to his life of crime? Is there love 
waiting for me in the snow, or will my heart get frostbitten 
on the way? 


Viktor 


All | ever wanted was to join the Bratva, and when they 
make a move to take over St. Petersburg, | take my chance. 


I'm not expecting to have to babysit the babysitter, but 
when things get out of hand, I'm right there willing to put 
my life on the line for the younger American woman who 
stole my heart the moment I set eyes on her. | never thought 
I'd be a family man, but when it comes to Destiny, it's clear 
that it's in my fate. When my past choices catch up with me 


and | have to pick a side, will | able to give her the happily 
ever after she craves, or will the ice palace of our love 
tumble down in the face of who we really are? 


*Bratva Babysitter is part of the Russian Underworld series, 
but can be enjoyed as a standalone. It ends with an HEA 
and contains no cheating and no cliffhanger. 
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CHAPTER 1 


Viktor 


Once upon a time St. Petersburg had been a different city. 
Quite literally, although | barely remembered it as 
Leningrad. My father died in prison the winter before the 
decision to change its name back to the one it was founded 
with. There was some vain hope of regaining former glory 
and washing away the memory of Soviet rule by going back 
to before it had happened, but the effects and the memories 
were too long lasting. It was snowing when it became St. 
Petersburg again, just as it was snowing now. That, at least 
was always consistent at the same time every year. 


The prison transport dropped me at the railway station - the 
closest they came to ferrying us back the twenty miles into 
the center of the city when there was no one to come to 
meet you at the gates. Just as | had done many times before, 
| hunched down into my fur-lined coat and shifted my bag 
higher onto my shoulder. | carried everything | owned with 
me, and that wasn't much. The tools of my trade were my 
fists and whatever weapons | could get my hands on. My 
credentials were written out in ink across my skin in coded 
references to my crimes, my prison stretches and my kills. 
These days most men’s tattoos didn't mean what they used 
to, and | was a rarity, a man who still chose to live by the 
traditions of the Vor. At least, in St. Petersburg | was. 


The younger guys coming on stream didn't know the 
meaning of a tough time. | saw the way they frowned at my 
tattoos as though they thought they were better than me 
somehow. Maybe they were wrong, maybe they were right. | 
didn't care, so long as | still got work and | still had brothers 


to look out for me. | was a traditionalist, the life | knew was 
the life my father had taught me. | didn't need any more 
than that to guarantee a living. It was the only way I'd 
known since | was a boy. 


Staring off down the empty tracks, the cold was starting to 
seep up through the soles of my boots from the concrete of 
the platform, numbing my toes, but after so long without 
fresh air, it was far better to be outside. To be able to look up 
and see the night sky and feel the kiss of the frozen 
snowflakes on my skin felt like some kind of miracle. And at 
the same time, | had an unbalanced feeling, like | didn't 
quite know which way was up out here, that | always had 
after coming out of a stretch inside. 


The world was large and unpredictable, and yet again | had 
to figure out which parts had changed and which allegiances 
held true. The world never stayed still and waited, but then 
I'd grown used to that. 


Someone had liberated my gloves, but | couldn't complain 
so much, when my wallet was fatter than it had been when 
I'd gone in, from the favors I'd worked out with my fists while 
| was inside. 


| breathed in the frozen air, silently reciting the address I'd 
been given as | traced the outline of the folded piece of 
paper in my pocket. The bloodstain on it had dried by now 
and the paper was crusty. But even if the ink had leached, 
my destination was burned into my memory. 


Power had shifted when the city of Leningrad disappeared 
overnight. But not for the way we hoped. Perestroika left 
openings for all the opportunists to worm their way in. In the 
wake of Glasnost, St Petersburg became a gutter where all 
the low life collected once the oligarchs took what they 
wanted. If my mother had had any hopes of me following 
another way of life, she kept them to herself. How | ended up 
was inevitable and | wouldn't have had it any other way. 


There was honor in the choices | made and the deeds | did. | 
had more honor than most of the men | knew put together. 


| had to, when all I had in life was the reputation of my 
father, and the ancient list of contacts he'd established that 
were rapidly becoming outdated and their way of life 
extinct. | was drawn in to the life of a Vor before | fully 
understood what that even meant. At thirty-five, I lived and 
breathed it. One of the last remaining men in this city who 
would always do what was necessary. But we were a dying, 
underappreciated breed. 


| had no complaint about my chosen path, but that Russia's 
center of crime didn't even have a core of criminality to be 
proud of irked me. After all this time, | was viewed by those | 
worked for as nothing more than a glorified thug. Muscle for 
hire, an attack dog, ready to take the fall whenever it was 
necessary. And | was tired of doing business with men who 
only looked out for themselves. 


The last six months in prison were the last | wanted to do 
under the employ of people with no sense of what loyalty 
meant. Kresty-2 was full of the same corruption that the old, 
creaking original Kresty had been, but at least there had 
been some kind of honesty in the overcrowding and the lack 
of heating of the old cross-shaped buildings. Everyone knew 
what they were getting. The new super prison was a failed 
PR exercise that no one would admit had gone wrong. A 
Potemkin village, in every sense. 


The doctors who were supposed to be on hand got fat sitting 
on their asses doing nothing all day long. The cells were 
over occupancy. The basement flooded, letting the smell of 
raw sewage seep up through the floors. 


Promised kitchen equipment stayed with the few favored 
individuals, protected by people on the outside who had 
paid extortionate amounts of money to the guards to ensure 
they had a softer ride. Food, and hot water, were just as 


Sparse in any other prison. But what did they care? They 
could listen in on every whispered word and watch us shiver 
from three different camera angles. 


None of that was unusual. Bribery was a side of Russia that | 
knew well. But | had been sold out one too many times by 
Stanislav Pavelenko's people and | was done with it. They 
had no respect for what I did for them, and no sense that 
they should protect their own. 


So | didn't plan to side with them any longer. Now was the 
time to make my move, because there wasn't going to be 
another chance. 


St Petersburg, as far as | was concerned, belonged to a more 
worthy leader. One who understood the code that | tried to 
live by, and that the city itself deserved more respect. From 
what I'd heard on the inside, change was coming. And | 
wanted to be part of it. 


The train hissed into the station with a rising cloud of steam 
condensing in the air and | yanked a carriage door open. My 
breath became less visible as | stepped onto the train and | 
was glad of the warmth of the carriage, even if not for the 
stares that followed me as | made my way along the rows of 
seats. 


| settled into an empty pair and tossed my bag onto the 
luggage rack above my head. My things never went out of 
my sight unless | could be certain they were secure. That 
was a rule | made years ago and sticking to it meant | had 
more in my possession than | otherwise might have. 


It was late, but after being detained so long, | was eager for 
action and sitting still even for the short duration of the 
journey brought out the urge to move even more than it 
usually would. 


When the train pulled into the city, they would expect me 
back at my usual haunts. Usually | would check in with 


Pavelenko's men as soon as | made it back to the city, but 
my last interaction in the cells had made that an 
impossibility. 

There had been a disagreement over a place at the dining 
table and | was seasoned enough to know how to do damage 
to a man without being observed. My attacker was slower 
than | was. The guards saw nothing, despite the cameras 
they had pointed at every angle of the cells. Which was just 
as well, because the man was a suka whore, just like all the 
rest of them were turning into. 


They'd sell their best friend out to a guard for nothing more 
than extra potatoes on their dinner plate. 


Once upon atime, inside had been a place | felt | belonged, 
a place | knew how to exist as well, if not better, than | did 
on the outside. But it was different now, I'd had to learn to 
keep my head down, to play by different rules. But | was 
never afraid of them the way they seemed to think | should 
be, just because they were Pavelenko's favored. | had seen 
things, experienced prisons that made Kresty-2 seem like a 
theme park. 


The tracks sparked as we went over the points, and the arc 
of light momentarily illuminated the dark buildings we were 
rolling past, catching my attention. The major buildings 
were all lit up, but some of the streets were still dark. 
Sometimes the balanced lines of the low rise rooftops with 
the domes of the cathedrals rising above them and the wide 
path of the Neva forging its way between them brought me 
calm. Other times, their balance and perfect symmetry 
made me feel like some kind of savage imposter from the 
time before the city was built as a triumph over the swamp 
land the area once was. Maybe | was made for that rougher 
existence rather than the gilded elegance of all of it, but | 
loved it. | wouldn't have lived anywhere else in the world. 


Especially not now. Exciting times were coming. There were 
murmurs of Valentin Rozhkov, the second in command of the 
Moscow Bratva, buying property. That tied in with another 
rumor | had heard, a rumor that things were going to change 
again in St Petersburg. That he was going to make a move to 
push out the interlopers who had claimed the city for 
themselves. That it was going to happen very soon. 


| planned to be on his side when the shit hit the fan rather 
than Pavelenko's, and the only way to do that was to gain 
his trust. And to do that, | had to show him how valuable | 
could be. 


When the train pulled into St Petersburg-Glavny, | pulled the 
address of the house the Moscow Bratva had purchased out 
of my pocket and turned my coat collar up against the cold, 
shouldering my bag again. 


Turning up on their doorstep in the middle of the night with 
nowhere else to go was not part of my plan, but as the snow 
started to settle and my boots tracked footprints through 
them, | knew that | couldn't spend the night outside. The 
Metro was going to have to be my salvation, and | would sort 
out whatever happened next in the morning. 


Destiny 


| was the girl with a plan, never the one to take a risk. As far 
as | could remember it had always been that way. | had 
everything mapped out because | had to. Getting on a plane 
to St Petersburg was the first thing I'd done since 
adolescence that was even close to being classed as crazy. 


And as much as I hated to admit it, I'd only done it because 
of my best friend. And I really was crazy, thinking that 
taking a leaf out of Chloe's book was any kind of good idea. | 
loved her to bits, but she was the kind of person who was 
okay falling into whatever life threw at her. She got through 


life bouncing from one thing to the next without a real plan 
for any of it, and that was absolutely not me. 


But then, spontaneity and a total lack of planning had 
ended up leading her straight to Roman, her husband, and | 
could pretend to myself all | liked that the two of them 
getting together as quickly as they had was a bad idea, but 
the truth was, they were amazing together and it was the 
happiest I'd seen her in a long while. | hated to even think it, 
but | was jealous. For so many reasons. 


She'd never been more successful than me. And sure, 
technically she still wasn't. | had my own business that I'd 
grown from the ground up. But she was married, with a 
family of her own and I was glad for her, | really was. But 
what did | have, aside from my shiny business cards? A 
string of other people's babies | fell in love with while they 
needed my babysitting services in Miami and my Gran 
barely recognizing who | was any longer. 


I'd always wanted to be a mother and she was right, | wasn't 
getting to that goal any faster staying exactly where I'd 
grown up, seeing the same people week in week out, 
keeping everything stable and the same. 


Like Chloe said, the only men I ever met were married 
fathers to newborns. | didn't go out in the evenings because 
| was always working. Weekends were not my time off. And | 
didn't know if that was really the life | wanted any longer. 
Seeing Chloe get married when I'd always thought it would 
be me to walk down the aisle first had really shaken me. 
Something had to change. | had to get out of my comfort 
zone. 


It was just that St Petersburg, Russia, was a really long way 
outside it. What if accepting the offer to come and spend a 
year looking after Maxim and Elizabeth's baby Alexei was a 
gigantic mistake? How was | going to get by when | could 

only just about string a few sentences together in Russian? 


| had a knot of dread settling into the pit of my stomach as 
we started our descent and my ears began to get fuzzy and 
full with the change of pressure. It was way too late to 
change my mind now. 


Out of the window | couldn't see much apart from the pale 
grey sky and then gradually | got glimpses of the pale grey 
snow-dusted, landscape of the ground below getting bigger 
and bigger as we came in toward the landing strip. When we 
broke through the low cloud barrier, | had an unobstructed 
view of the snaking river that wound toward the Baltic Sea 
we had just flown over, across the open, snow-dusted 
landscape that was getting bigger and bigger as we 
descended and the low-rise, dollhouse city 


It took me a few minutes to realize it had to be the River 
Neva, because it was all painted white and frozen solid. How 
cold was it down there? Suddenly | was thinking that the 
clothes I'd packed really weren't going to do much when it 
came to keeping me warm. Miami never got snow. I'd barely 
even seen it before, except on TV. My first glimpse of the city 
| was going to spend the next year in - the first place I'd ever 
been outside of the States - was like something out of a 
postcard, or one of those swirling snow domes filled with 
glitter. 


| only hoped that the romance of the gilded domes and 
spires and the sprawling, historic buildings weren't just 
some kind of escapist fantasy. Twenty-two was a funny age 
to go off chasing fairytales and looking for one in the world | 
was about to step into when | got off the plane was beyond 
naive. 


That was one thing I'd never been. After my parents died 
when I was twelve and I went to live with my grandma, it 
was my way of making sure | was in control. My Gran didn't 
need me to be a burden, so | made sure | wasn't one. Ever. It 
was as simple as that. 


I'd known I had to take on more responsibility. So | did. 


| started out putting fliers around the neighborhood and 
babysitting in the evenings after school and on the 
weekends, and then | started to expand. | got my childcare 
qualifications, baby first aid. | got Mickey in computer class 
to set me up with a website. | got business cards. 


And like the business-savvy Miami citizen | was, | took my 
reputation to Sunny Isles to help out all the wealthy 
Russians who came over to have their babies right next to 
the beach. And my babysitting business grew into 
something | could be proud of. 


| had more clients than | could handle and | could pick and 
choose, and command the highest fees. 


And when Gran had to go into a nursing home, | made sure | 
was making enough money to cover the costs. I'd worked 
hard for her since before | left school, because | knew exactly 
where | would have wound up if she hadn't taken me in and | 
didn't like to think too hard about that version of my life 
when it hadn't been the one I'd ended up with. 


But I'd never factored in losing Chloe too. 


She wasn't going to be my friend in the same way now that 
she had a baby and a whole new world to come to grips 
with. Whatever she thought about it, the fact was she'd 
switched sides. It used to be we were both 'the help’ and 
now she wasn't, she was the kind of person who employed 
me. And I didn't know how to take that. Things weren't 
going to be the same between us, no matter how much we 
pretended they were. Her life was pulling her in a different 
direction and | didn't want to be the one left sitting on the 
side. 


Maybe someone would shake up my whole world and when 
all the swirling snow settled, my life would look a whole lot 
different by the end of this year. Maybe I'd meet a Russian 


billionaire all of my own, and me and Chloe could hang out 
together like mafia wives. 

| sure hoped so, because it felt like everything | knew had 
changed. And | didn't like it one bit. 


CHAPTER 2 


Viktor 


I'd been watching the house since before first light. The new 
snow reflected the street lamps and the city's light pollution 
well enough that it might as well have been the White 
Nights of the summer, where the sun never dipped below 
the horizon, rather than the depths of a frigid winter. 


By the time the sun rose, | had the facade memorized, even 
though I was on the other side of the painted wrought iron 
gate and the wall that surrounded what could only be 
described as a mansion. | didn't know what period of 
architecture the columns and tall, regularly soaced windows 
were from, but | knew the building was old and | knew it 
looked like the Revolution had never touched it, or whoever 
lived inside. 


The Moscow Bratva was successful, and rightfully so. Their 
reach was legendary and they were the most successful 
criminal organization Russia had to boast. | was awed by 
their successes, but most of all, | wanted to be a part of 
them, and getting close to Valentin was going to be my way 
in. 

In Kresty, I'd learnt that there had been guards posted on 
the street while renovations went on. By now all the dust 
and paint cans had long since disappeared and the overt 
security had vanished as well. 


In fact, the longer | lingered on the perimeter, the more 
certain | became that the house was unguarded. | watched a 
string of cars and vans pull up as the morning progressed. 


Cleaners and general maids. Late morning, furniture vans 
pulled up. 


| watched them unload box after box and carry through so 
many pieces of furniture that | had to wonder what they 
planned on doing with them all. 


| smoked a thousand cigarettes on the corner of the street 
waiting for the man himself to step outside, or to return from 
wherever he might have been doing business. 


But he never did. 


| watched a man and his wife arrive with a baby and a car 
full of suitcases and | heard them drift in and out of English 
and back to Russian. Her accent was impeccable, but there 
was something about the way she used her words that made 
me think it didn't come naturally to her. His was more in the 
way of someone who had spoken it growing up. 


And | found myself grinding my teeth together, because the 
man was not Valentin Rohzkov and that very likely meant 
that all my information was wrong, that this was a worthless 
waste of time. There was no coup. There was no change in 
the wind. 


| growled out loud at my own naive stupidity. What had | 
been hoping for? By now | knew that the only luck out there 
was the kind you made yourself. No one was going to glide 
in from another city and offer me shelter under his roof. 


Worse. | realized | recognized the driver of the car who was 
unloading the bags and he locked eyes with me for a solid 
moment. Piotr Gursky was a hit man for Pavelenko. From the 
other side of the street | felt the temperature around me 
drop. 


There was only one reason for Pavelenko's man to be here. 
They had set me up to test my loyalty and I had taken the 
bait. One of us was leaving this street in a body bag, and if | 
had my way it wasn't going to be me. 


Experience told me he planned to go for his gun a fraction of 
a second before he made the move, and with nothing to 
lose, | barreled across the street towards him. 


Bags went flying. The young mother let out a shout as | 
shoved her out of the way. The Englishman with a suit 
beneath his furs was there in a moment, but | wasn't going 
to let anybody stop me. 


They were on the periphery. | wasn't paying attention to 
either of them. On instinct, | knocked Piotr's hand away, 
twisting to engage the pressure points at his wrist and shots 
rang out clear across the wintry street. To my surprise, his 
aim was not on me. The gun had been leveled towards the 
child in the woman's arms, but | didn't stop to question it. 


| Knew who he was, he'd come here to end somebody. 


| jabbed his chin up sharply with the heel of my hand, 
twisting him around with pressure enough to drop him to his 
knees and with a single, smooth motion, | completed the 
move, snapping his neck sharply between my hands. 


It takes a surprising amount of force to kill a man. To break a 
neck is not something you ever want to fail at doing and | 
never had. 


The only way was to go in hard and fast and make the first 
move counted. Surprise was my greatest weapon. A man 
with a gun is lulled into a false sense of Superiority, but 
unless he gets the chance to use it, it's worthless. Knowing 
the weak points made all the difference, knowing that a 
head can only bend so far back before it's jarred irreparably 
from the spine gave me a point to aim for. A well-timed twist 
helped along the way - sharp and hard and jerked. Like 
pulling a chicken's neck, it always took more force than 
expected. But it was done in a matter of seconds. 


And afterwards there was a moment of unexpected stillness, 
where | could count the beats of my heart in my ears and | 


could practically hear the snowflakes falling around us. Just 
before the body slumped out of my grasp and spasmed on 
the floor, the steady rhythm of my breathing took over and | 
had to fight the urge to cross myself to atone right then and 
there for my sins. 


What I did to get through life was between me and my God. 
Another death on my hands hardly tipped my scales when | 
had done so many things already. 


A lifetime could have passed in the handful of seconds 
before | looked up, ready to run from the couple who were 
moving into this house that most likely was not Valentin 
Rozhkov's. My eyes flashed from one face to the other, the 
woman wasn't screaming and she hadn't fainted. Her eyes 
burned calmly into mine and her jaw rippled when she 
looked down at the man slumped in the slush at the curb, 
the gun on the snow next to him, but it wasn't horror in her 
expression, she looked irritated. The Englishman's face was 
stonily neutral, until his lips quirked at the very corner in an 
expression | recognized all too well. 


His hand settled heavily over my shoulder, grounding me 
with the kind of weight that told me now was not the time to 
run. 


"Spasiba, droog.” 


Friend? | felt my eyes widen in mild confusion, ready to fight 
but not prepared for this. His wife shifted the baby on her 
hip and ducked down to pick the gun up, disappearing it 
inside her lavish fur coat. Then she turned towards the gate 
and pushed it open with a gloved hand. 


My English was rusty, but | had enough to understand what 
she said to her husband. 


"I think he should come inside with us a moment, don't you, 
Max?" 


Max hadn't taken his eyes off me and he inclined his head 
Slightly in an unvoiced invitation. | didn't bother to pretend | 
hadn't understood, so | nodded. 


He patted my shoulder again. "We should bring our poor, 
drunken friend in out of the snow, don't you think?" 


"Certainly." 


The man's smile was tight and all | could do was nod along, 
unsure whether | had stepped into hotter water than I'd 
been in when I'd been worrying about Piotr putting a bullet 
between my eyes. This was no ordinary couple moving into a 
new home. He may have been an Englishman, but his 
Russian was without the slightest hint of accent and he 
could have passed for a native without trying. 


Maybe he was Russian after all. | seemed to have judged the 
entire situation wrong. 


Following Max's lead, the pair of us ducked to shoulder 
Piotr's limp arms, hefting up the man | had dispatched at the 
couple's feet between us. His boots dragged a path in the 
snow all the way to the front door. 


He didn't speak again until the heavy front door had fallen 
closed behind us on an echoing hallway with a grand 
staircase sweeping down at the far end. He nodded to a hall 
chair and no sooner had we set Piotr down did the man start 
peeling off his gloves and unbuttoning his greatcoat. 


"My name is Maxim Toropov, and this is my wife. It appears 
we owe you a debt of gratitude. You must have known this 
man intended to hurt my family." 


| gritted my teeth, but shook my head. "I recognized him, 
and saw him reach for his gun. That is all." 


For the time being, | was reluctant to take off my coat and 
unravel my scarf because the tattoos crawling up my neck 


would surely identify me as the prison rat that | was in front 
of a man who was clearly no lowly Vor. 


I'd heard his name before. Somewhere in the back of my 
mind, the cogs were turning slowly. "Toropov the Torpedo?" 


Had | just saved the life of the Moscow Bratva's top rated 
fixer's infant son? 


“One and the same. I'm glad you've heard of me." 
| grunted. "Everyone has heard of you." 


He looked across to his wife. "I told you my reputation 
precedes me, didn't | darling?" And then back to me. 


"And who are you, my friend?" 
"A man who wants to help the Bratva out." 


Maxim's smile curled in again. "Well, we are very grateful to 
you. You're not in any trouble here." 


Finally | took a breath and nodded, relieved that | hadn't 
ended a man in their employment. Nothing could have gone 
worse for me if | had managed to take out their protection. 


"What will you do with him?" 


The woman looked at the dead man, entirely 
dispassionately, and jiggled the baby on her hip. 


"I think we should deliver him back to wherever he came 
from." 


"Excellent idea, darling. You don't happen to know where 
that is, do you my friend? What did you say your name 
was?" 


They both meant what they said, | could tell that just from 
the way they spoke. There was seriousness about them that | 
had missed in the criminals | found myself working with in 
this city so frequently. 


"Viktor Kaverin. They call me The Priest." Maxim's eyebrow 
lifted slightly and | knew he'd heard of me. He nodded 
slowly and | let out a breath. If he'd wanted me dead, | would 
have been by now. "Piotr is one of Pavelenko's men. | used to 
work for him, but it's not the life | want any longer." 


"No?" 

"No. Men like this, they have no loyalty, no sense of the 
code." 

Maxim nodded again. "I can see you're not like that, Viktor. 
We could do with having a man like you around to protect 
our family. While Elizabeth and | see to... solving this little 
problem so that it doesn't happen again. Would you be 
amenable to that?" 

| felt my smile curl the corner of my mouth for the first time 
since the days started to get shorter and | stepped forward 
to take Maxim's hand in my large grip to shake it fiercely. 
"I would like that very much. | won't let you down." 


"Oh, I'm certain of that." 


CHAPTER 3 


Destiny 


Whatever I had stamped into the visa that Chloe's husband, 
Roman, had arranged for me, | sailed through immigration 
and made it to baggage claim before the bags had been 
loaded onto the belt. It was a long wait in the empty 
baggage hall, and before | knew it, I'd started sweating 
despite only wearing my thin jacket and jeans. 


On the plane, I'd thought | wasn't prepared for the weather, 
but it seemed like Russians liked the inside of their buildings 
to feel like a furnace. 


| really hadn't brought the right clothes for any of it. But it 
was too late now to worry about that. I'd have to go 
shopping the first time | got the chance and hope | didn't 
freeze in the meantime. 


| got a baggage cart from the rack, and tried not to freak 
myself out by looking at too many signs that | didn't have 
enough vocabulary to translate. I'd spent the better part of 
the last two months cramming in as much Russian language 
study as | could manage, but the different alphabet still 
threw me and as much as I felt like | could do it when I had a 
book right in front of me, it was a whole different story when 
| was trying to figure out what all the signs meant. 


But | could hardly give up now. | hadn't even started the job. 
And the whole reason | was out here was because | wanted a 
change. So I had to let one happen. All this would just take 
some getting used to, I'd be fine. | had to be fine. 


A clanging sound made me jump, and I turned towards the 
conveyor belt to see it stutter to life. Flashing orange lights 


heralded the arrival of the first bags and people started to 
crowd the belt around me, coming through in a steady 
stream from the immigration queues that I'd bypassed. 


Finally my two large suitcases came through onto the belt 
and | grabbed hold of the handle of the first, using all my 
strength to tug it off the belt. | could barely lift it off the 
ground I'd filled it so full, and | was suddenly very aware of 
several sets of eyes watching me struggle. | double-checked 
| had my purse zipped up tight and my carry on bag safely 
stowed on the cart too, then chased my second suitcase 
around a little until | could wrangle it off the belt too. 


Maybe | was a bit sweatier than I'd intended on getting, but 
so far, no disasters. | was doing okay. 


When | wheeled the cart out through the arrivals gate, | was 
expecting to see a familiar face waiting for me. The whole 
flight, I'd pictured Elizabeth's smiling face and little Alexei 
squealing with joy to see me. They were the reason I'd 
accepted this job. I'd loved working with both of them when 
Elizabeth was a new mother back in Miami, and we'd got on 
well enough that it felt like | wouldn't be totally alone here, 
even if | was out of my comfort zone. Maybe | didn't have 
Chloe as a best friend any longer, but | had someone | got on 
with out here, and that was all that mattered. 


By the time I got back to Miami in a year's time, | was going 
to be used to being way more independent anyway, and | 
wouldn't even miss her when she was too busy being a wife 
and a mom to hang out. 


That was my hope anyway. | just had to get through the year 
ahead to prove the theory. And | had already hit a snag, 
there was no one in the waiting crowd that | recognized. 


My eyes flitted over half a dozen handwritten signs in 
characters | barely recognized and | found myself hoping I'd 
recognize my own name in the Cyrillic alphabet. But as 


much as | squinted at them | really didn't think any of the 
people holding signs were waiting for me. 


| squeezed past an incredibly tall man who was standing 
practically blocking the only way out of the barriers in a 
huge black coat that was open at the front. He eyeballed me 
as | passed, and the shock of the icy blue of his eyes made 
me draw a breath in. 


My heart thundered in my chest and | felt my cheeks flush 
hotly. It was all | could do not to break into a run, because 
something about that man felt like trouble, pure and simple. 
| didn't know whether | wanted to get away from him as fast 
as possible, or sign my life over to him on the spot. 


All | could do was haul my bags over to one side and try to 
keep clear of him. But he wouldn't stop staring. | tried to 
ignore him as | ducked to dig my cell phone out of my bag, 
pretending like | knew exactly what | was doing, but when | 
looked up, his eyes were still locked onto me. I'd known that 
from the way my skin prickled with awareness even before | 
looked up. 


He made me feel like he was some kind of predator and | 
was his prey. So why the hell was my heart racing like that 
was a good thing? And why was my clit tingling in my 
panties? 


| swallowed hard and tried to pull myself together. | had not 
come here looking for a Russian gangster to get involved 
with. Not one like that. | had come to babysit Alexei, and 
maybe meet a businessman who was cultured and old 
fashioned and romantic. The kind of people who worked with 
Maxim and Roman were like that, | was sure of it. They 
couldn't be the only two. 


| didn't need to start this whole thing off getting hot and 
bothered over some hulking great thug who kept staring at 
me at the airport. 


| jabbed my phone on, and waited impatiently for it to boot 
up. | had to hope that I'd get access to some kind of 
network, even if it cost me a fortune with my American SIM 
card. | could sort out a better deal later, when | wasn't 
stranded on my own at the airport. 


The screen came to life and | waited for it to hook onto a 
network, but nothing seemed to be happening. 


| was so caught up worrying about everything else, that | 
didn't even notice the weasley little man who appeared at 
my side and started trying to haul my carry on bag away. 


"Taxi, da? This way, taxi." 


Immediately on the alert, | grabbed for the handle, trying to 
pull it off him. "No. No - give me my bag back! | don't need a 
taxi!" 


| glanced back at my baggage cart, feeling panic rise as | 
realized | was getting further and further away from it, trying 
to get my first bag back. 


And the guy in the overcoat was going over to it. 
Shit. What was | going to do? 


He yanked my first suitcase off the baggage cart, picking it 
up like it was nothing, and then reaching down for my 
second, larger case, slipping it under his arm like a weekend 
newspaper. 


"Hey!" | yelled, and he looked up, striding towards the pair 
of us. He dumped my bags down in a clatter and | nearly 
yelped when he reached past me with one smooth motion, 
and yanked my carry-on case out of the weasley taxi guy's 
grasp. There were tattoos all over his knuckles. The kind of 
tattoos you only got in prison. 


| felt myself gulp and his eyes locked onto mine like that was 
enough insult for me to be worried about what he was going 


to do to me. | instantly regretted my reaction, but | couldn't 
help myself. The man was intimidating. 


"W- what are you doing? Those are mine." God | hated the 
way my voice wobbled, but | had no idea what | was going to 
do if this guy decided he wanted to steal everything | owned 
in the world. There was no way | could stop him, and frankly, 
part of me wanted to lie right down on the ground in front of 
him and prostrate myself so he could take whatever he 
wanted, which scared me in itself. I'd never had that kind of 
reaction about a man. Not once. 


He said something in Russian that sounded entirely 
terrifying, and the taxi-driver visibly paled, shooting back 
across the marble floor so quickly he almost tripped over his 
own feet, and | didn't blame him. If he'd spoken to me like 
that, | was ninety-nine percent sure | would have peed my 
pants. My heart was beating so hard that | could feel my 
pulse knocking my head back and forth. 


What had I done to attract this kind of attention? | was 
screwed. Totally, utterly screwed. And it was a toss up 
between whether the weasley taxi driver, or Russia's answer 
to the Incredible Hulk over there was going to be the one to 
do it. 


Before | could so much as scream, the Slavic Hulk turned to 
me and my eyes widened as he stared deep into mine. | wet 
my lips before | could stop myself, swallowing against the 
dryness of my mouth and | swear to God my pussy clenched 
in anticipation as his eyes dropped purposefully to the spill 
of my lips. His mouth quirked at the corner into an 
infinitesimally small grin, and | held my breath as he leaned 
close, not even daring to breathe. Just when my eyes 
fluttered closed of their own accord, he snorted a laugh and | 
Snapped them open again to see him smirking at me, like 
the asshole he clearly was. 


“Welcome to Russia," he whispered and then he tucked my 
hair behind my ear. "I promise. | will not steal your bags." | 
swear, | nearly passed out." Your hair is different color. But 
you are Destiny Grainger and you must come with me now." 


His fingertips were rough against my jaw and | wanted him 
to drag them down my neck, or suck them into my mouth, or 
draw them between my thighs and grind up hard against 
them, and - wow. Where the hell had that come from? The 
rumble of his voice alone could have sent me into a pleasure 
coma, and | was slack-jawed, completely at a loss as to what 
to do now. 


| stared at him, feeling my brain fizz as it refused to grasp 
the reality of the situation. "What?" How did he know I'd 
dyed my hair? Why did he care about that in the slightest? 
How did he know my name? Why was | suddenly acting like 
a bitch in heat? My thoughts were racing way too fast for me 
to process any of them, and as jet lagged as | was, | didn't 
have the capacity to figure out whether | should have been 
relieved he knew who I was, or petrified because it was 
deeply, deeply sinister. 


"Come." He said again. He didn't ask, he just told me, and 
my jaw hinged open even wider as | completely failed to say 
anything in reply. 


Without another word, he started walking towards the exit, 
his long, lean legs crossing the distance with ease. | didn't 
even pause. | would have followed him anywhere, even if | 
had to take about three jogged steps to every one of his 
strides and I'd never felt more miniature in my entire life. 


| told myself | didn't have much choice but to follow along 
unless | wanted to say goodbye to my bags forever, but deep 
down | knew it was so much more than that. 


"Wait. Wait - who are you?" | jogged alongside him, rounding 
in front of him and making and attempt to stand my ground, 


but he just kept on walking. "Where's Mrs. Toropov - um 
Toropova?" The Russian surnames got me every time, and | 
was too flustered right then to remember to switch between 
masculine and feminine properly. But | had to get a handle 
on this situation before it went careening off totally out of 
my control. "Listen! Put my bags down! I'm not going 
anywhere with you until you tell me what's going on!" 


| was practically shaking, thinking of all the things I'd 
warned Chloe about when it came to getting tangled up with 
the Russian mafia. I'd never thought anyone I'd come face to 
face with would look like he did. Or that someone like him 
would make me quake all over with need. | had to be insane. 


No, | was insane. That had to be a fact. I'd come all the way 
to St Petersburg knowing I'd be working for people on the 
wrong side of the law and it had never crossed my mind that 
maybe it would be a dangerous thing to do? How could | 
have been so idiotic, thinking | wouldn't have to get 
involved with any of it at all? 


What if this was some kind of kidnap attempt? What if | was 
about to be sold into slavery? 


| made a sudden grab for one of my suitcases and tried to 
haul it off him. "Give me my bag!" 


He stopped walking, eyes blankly amused as | tried to fight 
him and | felt panic set in, because clearly he didn't think | 
had a chance. His muscled arm barely shifted. From the way 
he was barely using any effort at all to keep my case held in 
exactly the same position, he clearly had a point. 


| let go of the bag and looked desperately over my shoulder. 
"I'll call the cops." 


He let out an irritated hiss over his teeth and set my bags 
down. | gasped sharply as he reached into his jacket, 
wincing my eyes closed in anticipation of him pulling a gun, 
but nothing happened and when | dared to squint one eye 


open, he was holding out a photograph of me holding Alexei 
on my lap. 


"Your hair is different color," he said again. 


| gritted my teeth, feeling the weight of my paranoia settle 
uncomfortably onto my shoulders. Now, all | wanted to do 
was brush it off, act cool. "Blondes have more fun. Isn't that 
what they say? You need to tell me who you are if you want 
me to go another step with you!" 


"I am chauffeur for Mr. and Mrs. Toropov. They are busy 
today. They send me to get you." He said it all with the 
infinitely reasonable tone of someone who was being forced 
to deal with a small child they didn't like, or possibly a 
mentally deficient person. | knew that tone, except | was 
way better at using it than he was so no one ended up 
feeling patronized. 


This guy wasn't sparing my feelings. It was crystal clear 
what he thought of me and my hysteria. 


"Oh. Ok. | just - | thought they were coming to meet me." 
Boy did | feel stupid if all they'd done was send their driver 
to get me. 


But there was no way he was a chauffeur. I'd seen enough of 
them in Sunny Isles, and sure, | knew things were different 
here, but | was pretty sure the Toropov's would have 
supplied some kind of uniform, some basic training. Maybe 
gone for someone who didn't look like he'd just come off a 
stretch of serious prison time. The guy was in work boots 
that looked like they'd seen better days, his skin was sallow, 
like daylight was a dimly remembered luxury and he clearly 
didn't understand the concept of being nice to people. But 
maybe he really did know Elizabeth and Max. 


He hefted my bags back up. "Carpark. Level three." 


| bit my lip, weighing up whether or not to go with him. | 
didn't exactly have many options other than to trust him. 


Even if he was some kind of hardened thug. | closed my eyes 
for a solid moment and took a deep breath. 


So | was going to have to trust the Russian giant with prison 
tatts who hadn't even bothered to introduce himself 
properly. Okay. | could deal with that if | had to. And | could 
figure out a plan for getting away from him if | had to, too. 
Just because | was going with him now, it didn't mean | had 
to trust everything he said. 


But for now, he really was the best option | had. 
“Hey, wait up will you?" 


He turned around, walking backwards a pace or two, 
watching me hurry towards him wheeling my carry-on bag 
behind me with entirely too much of a triumphant 
expression on his face. Damn him for being so easy on the 
eye. He might have been a dyed in the wool thug, but he 
was undeniably in prime condition and | was having trouble 
remembering why | wasn't supposed to be attracted to him. 


There was a little tickle of amusement in his eyes, and | 
hated the way it made my heart clench and made me want 
to play up to it to make it stay there. The last thing | was 
going to do was play the clown for him, if that's what he was 
hoping. I'd grown up in heels and heeled ankle boots 
weren't ever going to come close to making me lose my 
footing, even on polished marble flooring, so I had no idea 
what he thought was so chuckle-worthy. 


At least, | was in the dark for another thirty seconds. | 
realized exactly why he was so amused as soon as | stepped 
out of the automatic doors he was on the other side of and 
the temperature dropped what felt like three hundred 
degrees in an instant, taking my breath away entirely. 


"Oh my God!" | could barely breathe the cold was so 
arresting, digging daggers into my lungs, and | instantly 
started shivering. No wonder they had the heating turned up 


so high inside. It was worse than the inside of a freezer out 
there! 


The guy let out a short, gruff laugh and shook his head. 


"You don't check weather forecast before you leave 
America?" 


| scowled at him, trying to still the compulsive chattering of 
my teeth as | rammed my free hand into my pocket, 
ridiculously thankful for the rubberized handle to my bag 
that meant | didn't have to touch any metal directly. Why, oh 
why hadn't I thought to bring gloves? | scowled at him, 
irritated that he was being so smug. "Of course | did. This is 
the warmest coat | have!" 


He snorted with derision and carried on walking, and all | 
could do was trail on after him, praying that the car wasn't 
too far away. 


This was not the welcome | had expected. 


CHAPTER 4 


Viktor 


The picture | had in my pocket didn't do justice to the 
woman | saw coming through the arrivals gate, wheeling her 
bags in front of her on a clunky cart. | should have said 
something when she pushed past me, but the only thing | 
could do was stare. 


Despite the long flight, she looked immaculate in a tailored 
trench coat that | could tell immediately was going to be as 
useful to her here as snow boots would have been in Miami. 


Her jeans were nearly as tight as the women around here 
who must have painted them on, but Destiny Grainger was 
no Slavic stick insect. She had a kind of sexiness to her that 
| wasn't used to seeing and it did things to me that | wasn't 
prepared for right in the middle of the airport. The women 
here tried to be as thin as possible, until they got married 
and started thickening at the waist with too much borscht 
and sour cream and pancakes until they were as stocky and 
square-framed as any set of Matryoshka Dolls, with their 
headscarves and aprons and rouged cheeks. 


| couldn't have taken my eyes off her even if she hadn't 
been who I was at the airport to collect. But she was, and 
some primal part of my brain decided that made her my 
property. | didn't care whether it made sense, it was the 
truth and | was going to make her see it too. 


| could have started some kind of international incident 
when that taxi-driving chancer approached her and tried to 
get her to go with him. It wouldn't have taken much for me 


to pulverize him for even daring to try it, but | didn't have 
that luxury. | was on a time limit. 


| had to get her and her baggage safely away as soon as 
possible, and this joker was getting in the way. The growl 
mounted in my throat long before | realized | was making 
the low down sound and the threat | gave him was all he 
needed to turn tail and run. 


It took every ounce of control | had in me not to snatch at 
her lips and pull her against me when her eyes went wide 
and dewy. I'd never seen a woman like her, with so much 
vitality and innocence. 


This was going to be a problem. The last thing | wanted was 
to break Maxim and Elizabeth's trust by making a move on 
the babysitter who they had flown all the way in from 
America. My job was clear, | was to make sure no harm came 
to their baby Alexei, or to anyone looking after him, and that 
meant her. 


Never, in all my years of doing whatever jobs came my way, 
had | ever seen a woman and wanted her the way | wanted 
this American. She had to be mine to possess, because | 
wasn't going to settle for anything less than that, | didn't 
know how to. And I didn't know how to do my job, unless she 
was mine. 


How could | spend as much time with her as | was going to 
have to without giving in to the fact that beneath the layers 
of my heavy coat, | was aching for her on sight, pulsing with 
need for her. My body knew far better than my brain that we 
were meant to be together. | knew it bone deep, on a primal 
level that made me want to pull her to me right in the 
middle of the airport and show her exactly how warm a 
Russian welcome could be. | needed to bury my cock deep 
inside her until she knew that there was no other man in the 
world who she was meant to be with. 


The taxi driver was lucky I didn't break all his fingers for 
daring to touch what was hers. 


She was a level above me at least and a thousand levels 
above opportunistic scum like him, if she ever looked at a 
Vor like me with anything less than disgust | would never 
ask God for anything again in all of my days. | was 
practically choking on the wave of innocence that was 
seeping off her, like a cloud of French perfume around a St 
Petersburg Grand Dame, walking her little dogs in all of her 
most expensive furs. And that innocence was not going to 
mix well with the reality of who | was. 


The fear in her eyes when | grabbed her bags and she saw 
the first of my tattoos sent a stab of rage through me. She 
thought | was trying to do something to her. The last thing | 
ever wanted was for her to be afraid of me, but she already 
was. 


How was | going to make her understand we were meant to 
be together when she only saw me as a criminal, rather than 
aman? 


| needed to talk myself down because unless | got my 
desires under control, she was going to have a real reason to 
be afraid of me. And | couldn't ever let that happen. | 
wouldn't lay a hand on her until she wanted it, but | was 
going to make her want it. | had to. And when I was done, 
she'd be begging me for more. 


| stalked ahead of her through the doors to the underground 
parking lot where I'd left the car, barely feeling the twin 
weight of her bags any longer. For sure she had packed more 
than clothes. From the weight and the way the bags 
handled, my first guess was books, but from the look of her 
and how well she was put together, | wouldn't have been 
surprised to find a hundred different pairs of shoes. 


And in all of them she was going to freeze to death, because 
| doubted there was anything more suitable for the Russian 
climate in them than what she was wearing. 


Only when I set the bags down next to the trunk of the black 
town car did | pull out the key. | didn't risk using the 
automatic lock, but slipped out the emergency key. | knew 
exactly how easy it was to intercept the radio signals and 
clone them, and I wasn't about to let that happen on my 
watch. 


Destiny tried the rear passenger door and then snatched her 
hand back from the cold metal, folding it under her armpit 
and standing there shivering while | finished loading the 
bags into the back. | didn't bother to hide my amusement. 
She had a lot to learn and she was going to have to do it 
quickly. 

Done with the bags, | came to the side of the car and leaned 
around her to slide the key into the lock so that | could 
unlock the rest of the car, manually, starting with her door. 
Again, she looked distractingly flustered and if she hadn't 
been shivering near convulsively, I'd have taken my time 
and kept her caged between my arms until she couldn't take 
the pull of attraction between us any longer. 


But | was no monster, | wasn't going to let her freeze to 
death while her pride thawed. I turned the lock and yanked 
the door open, tipping her closer to me with a sudden gasp 
as she stumbled against me. That was the trouble she had 
flattened herself against the door that needed to be opened 
in order to keep away from me. | raised one brow and she 
flushed all over. Christ, she was torturing me. Everything she 
did made me wonder what she'd be like when | had her on 
her own and she was under me for real. 


| paused for a long moment before | opened the door wide 
enough for her to get in, and | breathed in the scent of her 
Skin all the way along her neck, relishing the way her 


breathing hitched and her skin shivered as her body angled 
in to mine. 


It wasn't a kiss, but | grazed my dry lips over the thin, pearly 
skin of her throat and she let out a whimper just at the point 
when | stepped back and yanked the door wider, holding it 
open for her. 


"Get in." 


She could lie to me all she wanted, but there was no point 
lying to herself. Both of us knew the truth. Our attraction 
was more than mutual, and she was the only one denying it. 


| gave a slight dip of my head, like the chauffeur I'd told her 
| was, and she narrowed her eyes at me just before she 
ducked inside, but | didn't care. Her safety was my primary 
concern - it had to be, now - and | wasn't going to leave an 
opening for Pavelenko's men to get to her or the baby no 
matter how much | would have liked to take her in the back 
seat. | couldn't keep us stationary. We had to keep moving to 
avoid them catching up to us. 


| slid behind the wheel and turned up the air to get some 
warmth into the space, then | turned and pulled the blanket 
off the infant car seat that was in the back, diagonally 
opposite mine. 


Destiny let out a startled gasp. "Oh my God, you left Alexei 
in the car on his own!" 


| frowned at her, irritated by the horrified tone in her voice 
that clearly painted me as some kind of monster. "He was 
sleeping." 

"You can't leave a baby in the car on his own!" 

| rolled my eyes, turning away to face the front, scanning the 
parking lot before | put the car into reverse. She didn't know 


the half of it. I'd have done a lot worse to keep Alexei safe, 
and I'd do so much more than that to make sure she came to 


no harm. The sooner | got my cargo back to the house, the 
better for both of them. 


“Don't you roll your eyes at me. Where's Elizabeth? Why on 
earth did she leave him with you? Oh my God, did you 
kidnap him? Am I being kidnapped too? Is that what this is?" 


| could hear the panic rise in her voice and, predictably, she 
tugged at the door, trying to open it. The child lock was 
engaged and her eyes flared wider with true fear. 


“Let me out! Oh my God, let me out!" She started drumming 
her hands on the window, stamping her feet on the floor, 
and | slammed on the brakes. 


"What is wrong with you? No one is kidnapping you. What 
do you think? All Russian men are trying to traffic idiot 
American women who don't bring winter coats to St 
Petersburg in December? | tell you, the Toropov's are busy 
today. | am driver. They tell me to bring Alexei to you. It's 
what | do." 


| frowned sharply. She was never going to trust me if she 
thought all of that was true. 


"So you thought you'd just leave him in the car? No. No way 
did they let you do that. | wasn't born yesterday, buddy! 
Most normal people would have at least introduced 
themselves by now!" 


At the sound of our raised voices, the kid had woken up, and 
now, predictably, he started bawling. | tensed my hands on 
the steering wheel, bracing myself while | steadied my 
breathing. Prison was easier. There were ways of dealing 
with someone who got under your skin. 


But this woman, | had no idea how to handle. | would never 
hit a woman, unless she attacked me. Definitely not one like 
Destiny, who I was certain had never had to fight for 
anything with her fists in her life. | wanted to do so many 
things to her, but truly hurt her wasn't one of them. 


The hot air pumping out of the heating system was rapidly 
raising the temperature inside the car and | was starting to 
feel like my head was going to explode. 


"They told me to look after the baby. | looked after the baby. 
Now, you are here. You can look after the baby. That is all 
that is going on!" 


| unwound my scarf with a sharply jerked motion that 
reminded me of the ease with which I'd snapped Piotr's 
neck, and the ease with which | knew | could wrap the same 
scarf around her neck and squeeze. | snapped my eyes shut. 
Killing her was the last thing | wanted to do, but the way she 
made my blood boil, it was that or fuck her to within an inch 
of her life. 


| shook my head, trying to force myself not to growl. We 
couldn't sit in the parking lot all afternoon. The longer we 
did, the more obvious a target we became, and | wasn't 
going to let that happen on my watch. But | wasn't about to 
start driving while she was screaming murder in the back 
seat. 


"Why should I believe you?" 


Her eyes had fixed onto mine in the mirror again, and | knew 
she could see the tops of the tattoos that extended beyond 
the neckline of my shirt. She knew exactly what she was 
looking at: my life in crime detailed on my body and to 
someone as evidently clean cut as her, that must have been 
truly terrifying. 

"My name is Viktor Kaverin. | work for Maxim and Elizabeth 
Toropov. | can look after you. You see, it is much better this 
way." 

"| don't need looking after." Her voice was a ragged little 
whisper, and maybe it wasn't shaking, but | could hear the 
fear in it all the same. 


"Your friends have enemies in this city. It doesn't matter 
what you want. | have a job to do so that you can do your 
job. It is going to be this way. You need to calm down and 
stop the baby crying. There is a bag under my seat. It has 
his things." 


With one last glance at me in the mirror she ducked down to 
pull the diaper bag up onto her lap and some of the tension 
seemed to go out of her when she opened the flap. | had no 
idea what was in there - | hadn't looked - but | suspected it 
was a bunch of diapers and bottles and other things to keep 
the squalling infant quiet. 


| caught myself watching Destiny's face in the rearview 
mirror, and a jolt of something I'd never felt before went 
right through me when her smile curled up, lightening her 
entire face. 


"Look Alexei. It's Mr. Octopus. Is he still your favorite toy? Do 
you remember me, huh? It's okay, you don't need to cry. | 
know. I'm sorry we shouted. It's okay now. The crazy man's 
going to take us home, okay?" 


Just like that, the kid stopped screaming, and his cries 
turned into a string of hiccups. | breathed out heavy and 
slow, and finally put the car into gear, pulling us out of the 
parking lot and onto the snowy streets that would take us 
toward the city. 


CHAPTER 5 


Destiny 


| couldn't believe this man. 


What kind of animal was he that he'd leave an eighteen 
month old strapped into a car seat with a blanket thrown 
over him while he went to pick someone up from the airport? 
Anything could have happened. | didn't want to think about 
how long he'd been left alone. 


At least nothing bad had happened. Alexei was fine, and 
now that | was here I was going to make sure nothing like 
that ever happened again. 


| was also, categorically, not going to think about whatever 
the hell it was he'd done to my neck. | could still feel all my 
nerve endings tingling up and begging for contact where 
he'd grazed his lips. | was mortified that I'd wanted him to 
do more, it had to be delirium from lack of sleep. That was 
definitely what it was. 


No way was this guy even remotely the type of man | should 
have been getting worked up over. 


Alexei was content to play, putting the toys | got out of his 
diaper bag into his mouth to chew on while I looked out of 
the window with that same sense of dread I'd had on the 
plane. What had | gotten myself into? 


| was hurtling towards a strange city in a car with a man who 
was definitely some kind of career criminal, and it definitely 
was not the blue-collar paper crime variety. The sooner we 
got there and | could speak to Elizabeth the better. 


At least inside the car | was starting to defrost. 


| only wished | could stop myself from looking at the giant 
thug of a man behind the wheel. Why was | so fascinated by 
him? | should have wanted to stay a million miles away from 
anyone like that, but every time | looked at him there was a 
little thrill that chased over every inch of my skin, making 
my nipples tense beneath my coat. 


No doubt he was dangerous. No doubt he was worse than 
the Cuban guys back in Miami who were into all kinds of 
dubious stuff. I'd soent my whole life working to stay clear of 
anything like that. But now, looking at Viktor, the pull | felt 
toward him was unmistakable. 


Maybe all this time I'd secretly wanted a bad boy after all. 
The thought left me disgusted with myself. | was better than 
that. | hadn't worked my butt off through my teens to 
become some machismo asshole's piece of skirt. | closed my 
eyes, and took a deep, calming breath. 


| wasn't here for him. | was here for Alexei. And it sounded 
like his parents really needed me if they were asking this 
joker to do babysitting duties. | shook my head. That was 
going to stop as soon as we got to the house, because | was 
going to rat him out about leaving Alexei in the car. 


And then | wouldn't have to think about my stupid, 
ridiculous crush on Viktor a minute longer, because there 
was no way Maxim would stand for someone treating his son 
like that. He'd be out on his ass in a hot minute. 


That was better. All | needed was a plan, and now that | had 
one everything felt so much more in control. With Viktor well 
out of the way, there would be none of this criminal 
nonsense right in my face. I'd be able to get on with 
babysitting, like | came out here to do. And everything 
would be fine. 


The car swerved sharply as Viktor changed lanes abruptly 
and | gripped onto the seat. His eyes darted up to the mirror, 


but he wasn't looking at me this time. 
"What are you doing?" This man was the absolute worst. 


He put his foot down and the engine roared as he sped up, 
darting back into the lane he'd pulled us out of just as 
abruptly. 


"We are being followed." 


"What?" Tugging at my seatbelt, | turned around to look out 
of the rear window at the traffic behind us. All | could see 
was a Stream of traffic, all driving like perfectly respectable 
road users. "Are you crazy? No one's following us! This is the 
only way to the city. You're paranoid!" 


Viktor let out a low growl. "Three cars back. The grey Lada." 
"What the hell is a Lada?" 

"The grey SUV." 

My lips pinched together into a thin line. Now he was 
making me paranoid. The guy in the driver's seat looked 
pretty serious, and the guy next to him was just as stony 


faced. | was very glad the windows were tinted and they 
couldn't see me looking right at them. 


"They're just driving." But even as | said it, | started 
doubting myself. 


Viktor scoffed. "Watch." 


He changed lanes again, moving over to the turning lane as 
though he was planning on taking the next exit and he 
flicked the signal on. The Lada immediately did the same. 


“Maybe they're turning." 


He flipped the signal the other way, and darted back out 
into the traffic stream, accelerating fast and weaving lanes 
as he overtook five cars in a row, and suddenly the Lada 
wasn't taking the turning either. 


My stomach dropped. 


"Shit. Why are they following us? What are we going to do?" 
"I'm going to lose him. Calm down." 

“Don't tell me to calm down. l'm perfectly calm." 

"The baby will cry again if you start to shout at me." 

"I'm not shouting." 

"Good." 

"Good." 


| had to bite my tongue to stop myself, but | wasn't going to 
give him the satisfaction of losing it. What were Elizabeth 
and Maxim involved in that they had people trailing the car 
with their son's babysitter in it? 


"Viktor?" 


He grunted and glanced at me in the mirror. | took that as 
permission to speak again. 


"What do they want?" 
"Alexei." 
"Why?" 


"Because they know what his parents have come here to 
do." 


| swallowed hard. "What's that?" | wasn't sure | wanted the 
answer. It had been the one thing I'd been ignoring this 
whole time. Back in Miami it was easy to pretend that the 
wealthy Russians coming over to have their babies were just 
successful businessmen and their new wives, but Maxim and 
Elizabeth had always been more than that and l'd always 
known it. 


Viktor's eyes softened on mine and he shook his head. "You 
don't know, I won't tell you." 


| pressed my lips together, curling them in on each other. Oh 
boy. | was in so much trouble. How had | walked into this 


without even stopping to think about what was going on? 
"Are you Bratva?" 


One shoulder rose in a lopsided shrug, and his brow 
wrinkled. "I am Vor." 


His arm stretched across to the passenger headrest and he 
looked back over his shoulder, eyes serious as he assessed 
the oncoming traffic. My gut flipped. A Vor was a made man, 
as far as | understood it. A murderer. 


And right then, that was the least of my troubles. 


| heard myself scream as he spun the car one hundred and 
eighty degrees, facing us into the oncoming traffic and he 
accelerated towards it. My entire life flashed before my eyes, 
convinced he was going to kill us all, and then he spun the 
car again and we were going forward. 


He darted us down the turn off and we barely scraped down 
it in amongst the blaring of three dozen car horns. 


The Lada was long gone. 


| flattened myself against the back seat, eyes wide, feeling 
my heartbeat shake my entire body with every pulse. 


"Oh my God. Stop the car. | want to get out. Stop the car" 
"Calm down. Everything is fine." 
"You nearly killed us! Everything is not fine!" 


"I cannot let you out. You don't know where you are. You 
have nowhere to go. You will freeze to death, unless our 
friends in the Lada get to you first." 

"You're a psychopath!" 

"I saved your life. Stop complaining." 

| wanted to argue with that, but | had a feeling that he was 


telling the truth and | hated it. This was not what my stay in 
St Petersburg was supposed to be like. | wanted to cry, but 


there was no way | was going to let myself go to pieces in 
front of this arrogant jerk. 


CHAPTER 6 


Viktor 


This American woman was going to drive me crazy. The last 
thing | needed was a distraction right when I was trying to 
get all three of us out of harm's way, but she was wound so 
tight she couldn't even see that. 


| was beginning to doubt she'd ever even done anything as 
minor as driven without her seat belt. The stunt I'd just 
pulled in full afternoon traffic must have blown her pretty 
little mind. 


I headed down the road as fast as | could make the town car 
go without drawing undue attention. 


What | needed to do now was be inconspicuous, because like 
it or not, the chances were the cops would be looking for this 
car. Someone would have called it in, and given how eager 
the police were to prove that they held ultimate control in 
this city, it was a wonder | didn't already have a helicopter 
trailing me. 


| slowed down as I turned onto the residential streets that 
knitted together to form this part of the city, knowing 
exactly where | was going. 


From the back seat Destiny kept watching me in the mirror 
and it was starting to get to me. | could pull the car over, 
slide into the back seat and show her exactly what a man 
like me could give a woman like her. That was what | 
wanted. Instinctively, | knew that one way or another | had 
to make her mine. 


| wanted her more than I'd ever wanted any other woman in 
my life. Coming out of prison, some men thought that every 
woman in the world looked like a goddess, but I'd never 
found that. | had always managed to stay in control of my 
impulses, but Destiny was making that impossible. 


| turned us down a dozen different streets, wending my way 
through the irregular web of streets of the older parts of the 
city, and cutting back and forth across the grid-planned 
sections. My only aim was to avoid traffic, to keep us moving 
and so far | seemed to have been picking the right streets by 
chance. 


| was navigating by instinct, turning us around enough to 
confuse anybody who might still have been trying to follow, 
but not enough that I had lost my bearings. | knew the city 
too well for that to ever happen. 


"Where are we going?" 
"I'm taking scenic route. Think of it as free tour." 


Destiny was staring out of the window, looking far from 
relaxed as | navigated the streets, bringing us down narrow 
alleyways, and out to the wider streets. | drove along the 
river, past the Winter Palace that housed the State 
Hermitage Museum and | heard Destiny draw in an awed 
breath. 


"It's so huge. And beautiful." 


She wasn't wrong. Peter the Great had clearly intended his 
palace to be awe inspiring, and the sheer scale of the 
building and the vast, barren emptiness of the Palace 
Square certainly showed his might. 


"Have you ever been inside?" 


"Of course." | might have lived my life in a different sphere 
to any she could comprehend, but | had a healthy respect 
for the culture of my country. I'd traipsed the long halls of 


the museum several times on the days when they opened 
their doors for free. The surge of visitors made it the perfect 
place to meet about a job without anybody being able to 
prove that you met who they said you did, if the police came 
to question it. 


This time of year, the daylight hours were scarce and the 
sun was already starting to sink and the streetlights were 
flickering on along with the floodlights that always brought 
attention to our most spectacular buildings. Dusted with 
snow, if there could have been a more perfect first view of 
the city, | didn't know what it was. 


| couldn't help but feel a surge of pride that Destiny was 
impressed by what she saw. Of course she was. St Petersburg 
was one of the great cities of the world. The Venice of the 
North. And darting between the three main islands, | was 
about to show her exactly why it had that nickname. 


| kept to the riverbank as | drove us past the Peter and Paul 
fortress and then took us back over the bridge to the old 
center of the city. At least Destiny had stopped panicking 
about me trying to kidnap her. 


The waters of the Neva were still and solid beneath a 
dusting of snow. They'd stopped clearing it for skaters like 
they had done when | was a boy, but there were still ice 
rinks set up in the parks. Glancing back at Destiny, | had the 
urge to show her exactly what made a Russian winter 
special. 


But for that she was going to need far warmer clothes. 


Making a sudden decision, | pulled into a parking space in 
front of an apartment block away from the sprawling 
decadence of the museums and theatres and cut the engine. 


Destiny's eyes widened as she peered out of the window. 
"Are we here?" 


| could tell she didn't think that was likely from the exterior 
of the building and she would be right about that. 


"Wait here." 

"What?" 

| didn't wait to hear any more of her complaints as | ducked 

out of the car, locking it behind me. | was confident that we 

hadn't been followed and it would only take me a handful of 


minutes to climb the stairs up the central hall, two at a time, 
and get what I'd come here for. 


My younger sister opened the door on the second knock and 
drew in a breath through the gap she'd opened the door the 
Same way she always did when | came around, as though 
she wasn't sure she was glad to see me. 


"Viktor. | thought you were inside." 
"| got out. It's good to see you Irena." 


At the back of the apartment | could hear one of her kids 
start to cry and she glanced over her shoulder. | could tell 
she didn't want to let me in. She'd never known our father 
and she didn't understand my way of life. She would rather 
not ask questions about the successes her husband had. 


"What do you want, Viktor?" 

"Do you still have Mama's fur coat?" 

She frowned at me. "Why do you want that?" 

"Do you have it?" 

"You want to sell it?" 

"No. | have a friend who will borrow it for the winter." 


She stared at me for a long moment, and her eyebrows 
lifted. "A lady friend?" | didn't know whether to be insulted 
by the fact that she looked pleased to hear that | had sucha 
thing. 


| gritted my teeth. "Yes. A lady friend." 


lrena's smile opened up. "Viktor this is not like you. | am 
pleased. Of course you can have it. Wait, | will fetch it for 
you. Stay here, da." 


She didn't pull the door closed behind her, but | was all too 
aware that my sister had not invited me inside. She didn't 
want her children to become involved with me or the life 
that | had chosen, and on some level | agreed with her. The 
life of a Vor was not a path that her children needed to take. 
The Russia they lived in would give them options that | 
never had and they wouldn't have to make the choices that | 
made. | wasn't going to be the man who drew them into 
something they didn't have to be a part of. 


A few minutes later, Irena reappeared with a large, oblong 
box in her hands. | pulled the heavy pale mink coat out of 
the box and slung it over my arm. "Thank you." 


"It's just to borrow, yes?" 
"Of course. | will bring it back, Irena. | give you my word." 


She let out a heavy sigh, stepping back as though to close 
the door, and then seemed to reconsider and pulled me into 
a hug that was unexpected but not unwelcome, even if | did 
not relax my shoulders until she pulled away again. 


“Look after yourself Viktor. | have heard that things are 
going to get very messy for Pavelenko's men." 


| let one shoulder rise in a barely visible shrug. "I am not 
Pavelenko's man any longer." 


CHAPTER 7 


Destiny 


All | wanted was to get to the house so | could speak to 
Alexei's parents and figure out once and for all whether this 
Viktor guy was telling me the truth. 


As much as | had an instinctive wariness of him, everything 
he'd done since we'd got in the car lead me to believe he 
was telling the truth. 


There was no doubt in my mind that the Lada had been 
following us, and | didn't even want to think what would 
have happened to us if he hadn't shaken the tail. 


And yet, | hated being stranded like this. Locked in the car 
with Alexei, outside some apartment block. What business 
could Viktor possibly be doing right at this minute? 


My mind was taking me to all kinds of places | didn't want to 
go, and suddenly that idea about people trafficking pushed 
itself back into my head. The doors were locked, but he 
couldn't trap me as long as I had my passport on me. 


"Don't worry Alexei," | told the baby. "We're going to get 
through this." Alexei burbled and made a grab for his toes, 
and | shook my head. "Get it together, Destiny." 


Thankfully | had my passport in my purse and | took it out, 
just to make sure Viktor hadn't somehow pickpocketed it off 
me. It made me feel way steadier to hold it in my hands and 
| Knew | had to make sure it was always on me. With a quick 
glance in the direction Viktor had taken off in, | slipped my 
passport into my waistband at the small of my back, pushing 
it down until | was sure it wasn't going to just slide out. 


Thank you highwaisted pants. My passport wasn't going 
anywhere, and unless he tried strip-searching me, there was 
no way he was getting it off me. 


Oh, no. | did not need to be thinking about Viktor strip- 
searching me. That was the worst idea I'd ever had, and now 
| couldn't stop a whole series of images from coming into my 
head. My imagination had filled in his tattoos that | couldn't 
see because of his oversized coat and all the layers he was 
wearing, and sculpted his broad-shouldered body into a total 
muscle show. And damn it, my body didn't seem to care that 
it was total fantasy, because my panties were getting damp 
and | wanted to squeeze my legs together just for the 
friction. He belonged right there between them. 


"No," | told myself sternly. "No, no way. You are not doing 
this. You do not need to get hung up on some thug with no 
social skills just because he's gorgeous. He's not gorgeous. 
He's trouble. Isn't he Alexei? Yeah he is. He left you all alone 
in the car, didn't he? That's the kind of guy he is." 


| wasn't even halfway done convincing myself when Viktor 
pulled the driver's door open again, and tossed something 
large and furry into the back with me. 


The coat landed in a wadded heap, the outside of it still cool 
from the air, but as soon as it landed on my lap and started 
to unfurl, draping heavily over me I could feel the warmth 
from my legs multiplying. 

"What's this?" 

"The right coat for this time of year." 

"You got me a coat?" 


Whatever I thought about fur, | had no doubt he was right 
about this being the kind of thing | needed to wear to stay 
warm. It had thrown me for a loop that he'd made a detour 
just to get me one. 


"It is on loan." 


| looked back to the apartment block he'd come out of, 
wondering who it was who lived there and what they were to 
him. I'd never felt anything so soft and warm in all my life. 


"Thank you." 


In the mirror, Viktor met my eye and nodded shortly, just the 
once, before his eyes went back to the road. 


For the first time since I'd arrived in this country | felt myself 
relax under the warmth of the coat and I leaned back 
instead of trying to figure out each and every turn he took 
us on. 


Night came in quickly and although the drive took no longer 
than twenty minutes, the sky was fully black by the time he 
stopped again. 


This time we were in front of a large wrought iron gate and 
Viktor got out of the car to open the doors, then came back 
in to drive us through. 


| couldn't help but feel like | should have gotten out and 
done it for him, but | could just picture the glare he would 
have given me. | watched the way he walked, always looking 
over his shoulder and scanning the area around him as 
though he half expected to be ambushed. He moved with 
smooth ease and a swagger that seemed to be natural to 
him rather than for show. He looked like some kind of arctic 
wolf, with his shoulders up and his head slightly bowed in a 
protective stance, like he was always ready to attack and 
defend himself and his own. 


It gave me a stupid little thrill to realize that right now, | was 
who he was protecting. 


He started the engine again without another word and drove 
us through, then stopped to close the gates behind him. 


"Looks like they could do with an automatic door, huh?" 


Viktor met my eyes for a second in the mirror and then 
looked away. "It's an old house." 


A minute later, | saw just how true that was. 


The drive led up to a picture perfect mansion. It looked like 
some kind of dolls house with large windows in every room, 
shutters on the outside and a tall, upright facade. The 
plaster was painted the same sunny yellow I'd seen on so 
many of the buildings as we drove around, and immediately 
| kind of loved it. 


It looked like it was from another age and it was completely 
different to anything I'd Known in Miami. This whole city 
could have been in another universe. 


All the doubts | had faded away. This was the St Petersburg | 
was going to get to know. | would spend most of my time in 
this beautiful house, looking out of the windows at the 
frozen garden and the fountain covered over with snow, and 
| would play with Alexei in his nursery and take him out for 
walks to the local park, just like | would have done in Miami. 
Only here it was snowing, and maybe | could take him 
around the museums and galleries and the Christmas 
Markets. 


With a smile on my face, | pulled on the coat Viktor had 
given me and unclipped Alexei from his car seat, taking him 
with me as | got out of the car for the first time. My feet 
crunched on the snow and | realized that maybe | was going 
to need some different shoes. 


At least | had enough practice in heels that | wasn't going to 
fall on my ass just because of a bit of snow. Maybe Elizabeth 
would have something | could borrow until | could get a pair 
of my own that weren't going to leave me with soaking wet 
feet and frozen toes. 


| was so, so glad to have arrived and | hurried to the front 
door, keen to be out of the cold even with the furs to keep 


me warm. | could see my own breath in the air, and when | 
glanced back to see Viktor unloading my bags from the car, 
his cheekbones were red with the cold. 


| rang the bell, but nothing happened, so | tried the knocker. 
And | waited. 


Viktor took his time bringing the bags over and when he set 
them down next to me on the porch, | glanced up at him. 


"They're not answering the door." 
"They're not home." 
"What?" 


He looked confused by my shock. "I tell you, they have 
business to attend to. The lights are all off. You think they sit 
at home in dark room?" 


God, | was starting to hate him. Except that was a total lie. 
My entire body had tensed at the idea of spending any more 
time alone with him. | didn't trust myself not to do 
something monumentally stupid, like throw myself at him. 


| watched him pull out a set of keys from his deep coat 
pocket and waited for him to turn the heavy lock and open 
the large front door for us. 


To my surprise and I'll be honest, relief after the car chase 
we'd just been in, an alarm started beeping and Viktor 
crossed the hallway to enter the code, flipping on a light 
switch as he did so. 


A beautiful crystal chandelier lit up the central space and | 
drew in a gasp, my smile curling onto my face as | pulled the 
front door closed behind us. The place was warm, even if it 
had been empty and | couldn't have been more thankful for 
that. 


"Your room is upstairs, next to nursery." 
"Oh, great. That's perfect." 


Without another word he toed his heavy boots off, leaving 
them next to half a dozen other pairs in a puddle of melting 
snow on the tile floor before he led me up the staircase in 
socks that had seen better days. 


| followed suit, not willing to be the one to trail dirty slush 
across the carpets. They were still perfectly plush and that 
new carpet smell still hung in the air. 


As he'd said it was, my room was next to the nursery. A quick 
glance inside reassured me that this was definitely Alexei's 
home. Around his crib were toys | recognized from back in 
Miami and on the bookshelves and dresser were 
photographs of him with his parents, and a couple of him 
with me. 


| felt the tension ease all the way out of my shoulders. 
Whatever else was going on here, | was in the right place. 


My room looked like it was fit for a princess rather than a 
babysitter. The hugely high ceiling had a molded detail that 
ran around the edge that had been picked out in gold leaf, 
to match in with the ornately gilded bed. There were 
electrified candle sconces on the wall on either side of the 
bed, and any minute now, | was expecting to be greeted by 
a singing candlestick, or maybe a teacup with a chip in the 
rim. 

"This is my room?" It wasn't exactly the kind of bedroom I'd 
been expecting to live in, as the babysitter. 


Viktor looked at me like I'd asked a stupid question. Maybe | 
had. There weren't any signs of anybody else living in here. | 
shifted Alexei on my hip again. 


"Great." 


He set my bags down next to the bed - all three of them - 
and then turned abruptly to leave. 


"I will be downstairs." 


| nodded. "Sure thing." 

| watched him stalk back down the corridor and listened for 
the sound of his steps on the stairs, but he moved 
surprisingly silently for a man of his size. Just like some kind 
of wolf. 


CHAPTER 8 


Viktor 


Settling down never factored in my plans. In all the years I'd 
been in and out of prison, all the years I'd been fending for 
myself, my world had consisted mainly of men. The ones 
who gave me orders and the ones who set up the jobs | took 
on, and the ones whose lives | ended. 


| never expected to have the kind of life that Maxim and 
Elizabeth did. This - all of this - the house and the family and 
the sheen of respectability - wasn't anything | could aspire 
to. My record was too long, and my deeds were there, as 
plain as day, for anyone to see inked onto my skin. 


| had tattoos to signify my first crime and every one since. 
Only taking Piotr out was missing from the map of all that | 
had done. Each prison stretch held a symbol and | had an 
image of the Virgin and Child above my breast to remind me 
that everything | did, | did with honor. When judgment 
came, it would be between me and my God. 


| never expected to get tangled up in anybody else's life, but 
when | saw Destiny, that all changed. Her name was some 
kind of sign. It had to be. When | looked at her | saw my 
future, and for the first time in my life that was not just me 
alone. Watching her with Alexei had stirred strange feelings 
in me that | didn't know what to do with. 


Elizabeth had foisted the kid onto me this morning, 
panicked about who might come after him, and determined 
to go with her husband to seek revenge for the attempt 
already made on their lives. | had to give them credit, the 
pair of them knew the importance of striking back fast and 


hard - of leaving no doubt that they had come to this city 
knowing exactly what they were getting into, and that they 
were fully prepared to fight. 


It had rankled on me that while the turf war was starting up, 
| was on guard duty to an infant and the new babysitter. But 
those were my orders and | had to take what | could get. 
Until | could prove my worth, there was nothing more that | 
could expect. 


And when | met her, | Knew there was nowhere else | was 
supposed to be than by this woman's side, keeping her safe 
from whoever tried to hurt her. 


I'd never know anyone so outside the world that I'd grown 
up in. She looked at me like | was from a different universe, 
and she most definitely was. In her eyes | could see a spark 
of fear when she let herself look at me, but there was also 
curiosity, and something stronger that echoed my own urges 
all too clearly. | wanted her to be mine, and that wasn't one 
sided. When she met my eyes, there were sparks. 


When she blushed | wanted to taste the color on her cheeks, 
and paint a stripe right down the center of her with my 
tongue. I'd lick her open and make her writhe until she 
forgot that she had ever been afraid of me at all. And then | 
would fill her with my seed a thousand times over, until she 
knew that we were meant to belong to one another forever. 


When I saw her with Alexei, it made me want her in ways I'd 
never wanted a woman before. She was born to be a mother 
and | wanted to be the one to put a child in her belly and 
watch it swell like a beautiful, succulent fruit, until she was 
ripe and our baby was ready. | wanted to protect her for the 
rest of my life, to make a family with her and be a husband 
and a father. All that | knew with a deep, unshakable 
certainty even though I'd only just met her. 


It was a struggle to take myself downstairs, but | couldn't 
have stayed in that bedroom with her for a moment longer. 
The child was no deterrent and | could barely help myself 
when she looked so comfortable and at home in the fur coat 
| had given her, padding about in bare feet. 


| was waiting for her in the side of the house that must have 
been built as staff quarters. The old kitchen was where the 
caterers came, but there was another kitchen for the staff to 
use, as well as a small communal living room with a 
television where a maid could take her coffee break with her 
feet up in front of her favorite program. 


My room was toward the front of the house, close to the 
entrance hall so that | could monitor the comings and goings 
of the household and always be on hand whenever I was 
needed. The lavish decor of the upstairs bedrooms was 
starkly absent, but | couldn't complain. It was an 
improvement of a hundred fold compared to the 
accommodation | had been used to. 


The mattress was like a cloud compared to the bed roll | was 
used to, listening to the sounds around me, half expecting 
someone to come in and make an attack on me. 


It wasn't new. Every time I was on the outside, it was the 
same. Being alone in a room, without cellmates breathing 
and the sounds and smells of hundreds of other men in close 
quarters could be oddly lonely when you were so unused to 
solitude. 


But as long as | was here, | was as safe as | could be, but | 
knew what was owed to me for what I'd done. The code 
dictated a betrayal couldn't be tolerated without taking 
payment. It was the only part of the code the men | had 
engaged with understood. It was more complicated for them 
to take their flesh when I was under the Bratva roof. 


The other side of the hallway was the private domain of the 
Toropovs and | understood the contract, | only went into 
those rooms when | was invited. Destiny was different. She 
could cross between the two sides of the house and belong 
in both. | wondered whether she realized how special that 
made her. People like the Toropovs didn't have to treat their 
child minders like guests or friends, but she had every 
courtesy extended to her. 


When she came down the stairs again, she'd changed Alexei 
and taken off her outer layers, the same way | had. Again | 
saw that flash of wariness in her eyes as she took in the 
tattoos visible on my neck and hands. They weren't artfully 
done for the most part. But each one had meaning and 
wherever she'd come from she seemed to have a sense of 
what those meanings might be. 


| watched her go around to the stove and set the kettle on to 
boil, no doubt for the bottle of formula she was mixing up. 
She had Alexei perched on her hip, as happy as could be just 
watching her while he sucked on some kind of toy she had 
given him. She really did seem to have a way with him. 
Everything she did, she did with ease. At least with him 
anyway. 

She looked a whole lot calmer in here than she had at the 
airport when she'd thought | was trying to steal her luggage. 


| stayed where | was, sat at the rough-topped kitchen table, 
shifting the tumbler of vodka I'd poured myself between my 
hands. The end of a day like this deserved saluting. 


Her eyes fixed on the bottle on the table, but she didn't say 
a word. | looked at her. 


"You want? | get you glass." 


Without waiting for her answer, | scraped my chair back and 
stalked to the cupboards, reaching over her to pull down 
another tumbler. 


"Oh, no I'm okay." 


| chose to ignore her, and poured her out a couple of fingers 
from the bottle. 


"To toast your arrival," | said and handed it to her firmly. 


She swallowed visibly and | wondered whether she noticed 
the stirring of my cock when her hand grazed mine before 
she pulled the glass away. | could feel the heat of her skin 

and it made me want her even more. 


Without her coat on, she was only wearing a fitted pullover 
that swept off her shoulders like she was some kind of film 
star from another era and those jeans that | was going to 
spend most of the week torturing myself over. 


"Thank you," she managed, and | laughed when | watched 
her take a small sip as though she was expecting it to taste 
good. 


I wasn't about to teach her how to drink vodka if she didn't 
know already. 


| held my glass aloft. "May your time here be full of welcome 
Surprises." 


She smiled and that had to be prize enough. | knocked the 
glass back in one, swallowing the liquid down without 
feeling a thing. Destiny's eyes widened and she took 
another small sip before spluttering a cough and putting the 
glass down. 


"I haven't even eaten yet. | really don't think | should be 
drinking this!" 


At least she seemed a little less nervous. Slightly. 


"Suit yourself. Supper is in the fridge. The cook left for us. 
Anything else you need | can get for you." 


"Thanks." She smiled again and | turned away to stop myself 
from grinning back like an idiot. The kettle hissed and 


whistled and she took it off the heat, ready to mix up 
Alexei's bottle. 


"Actually... Do you have a phone I could use? | can't get 
onto a network here with my cell phone, and | want to call 
home, you know? Let them know | got here okay." 


| grunted. She could have asked for so much more and I'd 
have given it to her in a heartbeat. I'd have scoured the city 
for the finest champagne and brought her summer 
strawberries, no matter how many faces | had to punch and 
arms | had to twist to get them. 


But all she wanted was to call home. 


| reached into my pocket for my phone and held it out to 
her, to be gifted with another smile. 


"Thank you. | won't be long." 


CHAPTER 9 


Destiny 


| couldn't have gotten out of the kitchen fast enough. 


Under that huge coat he'd been wearing Viktor really did 
have the kind of lean, muscular body I'd spent so many 
summers drooling over. Even his long-sleeved T clung to him 
well enough for me to tell that his muscles carved in sharply 
at his hips, making that line that always made my mouth go 
dry. And I couldn't get over the broad, flat planes of his 
chest. 


He was rangy and compact with a kind of concentrated, 
steely strength that looked all kinds of dangerous. And he 
was sitting there with his velvety shaved head, knocking 
back vodka like it was water. 


| knew when to get out of Dodge. Everything in that kitchen 
had the hallmarks of something about to go spectacularly 
wrong. 


And there was no way | should be getting drunk when I was 
in charge of Alexei. Especially not when | was already 
starting to think that maybe Viktor wasn't as bad as | first 
thought he was. That was a very slippery slope and | didn't 
need to start down it. 


| practically raced back up the stairs to Alexei's bedroom, 
clutching the cell phone Viktor had leant me along with the 
bottle full of formula. | didn't realize how much I'd been 
holding my breath until | let it all out as soon as | closed the 
door behind me. | needed to get a hold of myself before | did 
anything stupid. 


Alexei was happy to have his bottle on my lap and | used the 
time to calm down. My little attraction was madness. It 
probably came from being so tired from the travel and the 
time difference, not to mention the stress of my arrival, and 
how cold it was here. 


The kid started to nod off before he'd even finished eating 
and | realized | wasn't the only one wiped out by the day. 


| set up the monitor next to his crib once I'd settled him in it, 
and took the receiver through to my bedroom with me, 
slipping through the interconnecting door. 


| still had to unpack, but | didn't think | could face doing that 
this evening. All | wanted was to hear a familiar voice and 
maybe make use of the deep bath tub I'd seen in the 
bathroom just across the hall from my bedroom. | was so 
glad I'd packed my robe and slippers. 


| heaved one of my suitcases up onto the bed and rifled 
around until | found my wash bag and the things | was going 
to need for the rest of the evening. 


Then | flopped down in the deep armchair by the side of the 
empty fireplace and unlocked Viktor's phone. 


My Grandma was in a care home back in Miami, and ona 
good day she thought maybe | was one of the nurses. On a 
bad day she didn't recognize me at all. There was no point in 
me confusing her with a phone call about my journey. She 
wouldn't have understood any of it at all. 


Chloe was my best friend, and she had always been the 
person | called to talk to whenever there was any news in my 
life, or anything | wanted to talk about. Given the time 
difference, | figured it would be mid-morning back home, 
and that wasn't exactly an antisocial time to call. 


She answered after a few rings and just the sound of her 
voice made me relax. 


"Hello?" 
"Hey Chloe, it's me." 


"Desta! Did you get in okay? How was the flight? How are 
Elizabeth and Maxim? How's Alexei?" 


| laughed. "One thing at a time, Chlo. Yeah, I'm here. | just 
put Alexei down to sleep. His nursery is crazy beautiful. The 
whole house is. You should see it, everything in this city is so 
old. | can't get over how beautiful my bedroom is. But it's all 
a bit crazy here. | haven't seen his parents yet." 


"What? They didn't meet you?" 


"No. They sent this... guy called Viktor to pick me up." 
Maybe it was paranoia, but | found myself looking over my 
shoulder as | said his name as though somehow | thought 
that would be enough to summon him right to me. 


"Oh yeah? What's he like?" Chloe had a curl of curiosity in 
her voice and | rolled my eyes, letting out a slow exhale. 


"Like an ex-con." 
"Wow. Don't mince your words." 


"I'm serious. He's covered in gang tatts and he has zero 
social skills. | thought he was trying to kidnap me from the 
airport!" 


Chloe laughed and in the background | heard the gurgling of 
her baby girl. "You did not." 


"| did...! For a bit anyway. But | guess he's okay. It's freezing 
here, and he made a stop to loan me a coat." | wasn't about 
to tell her it was real fur. Chloe wasn't exactly patient with 
animal cruelty and | didn't think she would understand how 
necessary furs seemed to be around here. From just the few 
hours I'd been in the city, | could fully understand why they 
were still in fashion over here. There wasn't anything 
warmer. 


"He leant you a coat? That's kind of sweet." 


"| guess it is." Sweet wasn't exactly an adjective | would 
associate with the gruff, grunting man down in the kitchen. | 
wasn't sure | wanted to linger too long on that, or maybe I'd 
start warming up to him in the worst possible way. 


"So where are Elizabeth and Max?" 


| shook my head. This was the part that had been bothering 
me. "I don't know. | think something's up. Someone tried to 
follow us back from the airport and Viktor said he was 
supposed to keep me and Alexei safe. | think I've walked 
right into the middle of something." 


Chloe let out a soft hum, but didn't say anything else, which 
was entirely uncharacteristic for her. 


"Chloe..? Do you know something?" 


| could picture her scrunching her nose up at me. "Don't 
freak out, okay. Roman says if anyone's got it under control 
it's going to be Max and Elizabeth." 


"Got what under control? Is this mafia stuff?" 


"Bratva business. | guess so. | think they're not technically 
supposed to be in St Petersburg, because the Bratva's based 
in Moscow." 


"Oh my God. Are they starting a territory war?" | could feel 
my head start to spin. What had I walked in on? This was 
supposed to be a break from anything serious! 


"I think it's more of a takeover." 


My eyes widened, but that did nothing to alleviate the 
thrumming of my pulse in my ears. "And you didn't think to 
tell me about this before | got on the plane? Jesus Chloe! 
That is not cool!" 


| was livid. How could she have kept this from me? | never 
would have come here if I'd Known it was going to be 


dangerous. I'd thought | was just carrying on the work | did 
back in Miami. | had no idea I'd be walking right into the 
middle of an explosive situation where I'd be seen as fully 
tangled up with the Bratva itself rather than just an 
innocent employee. 


"| didn't know!" 


"Seriously? You're married to Mr. Mafia himself and you're 
telling me you didn't know?" 


Chloe let out an irritated sound. "Oh that is not true. Roman 
does their accounts, that's all. And anyway, he said Max isn't 
even working for the Bratva at the moment." 


"No? So what's going on here? Don't pretend Roman doesn't 
know exactly what's going on Chloe! | need to know what 
I've got myself into here!" 


"Okay, okay! Look, I'm sorry. | didn't think it would be 
dangerous. It sounded like they were just supposed to be 
settling down and getting the lay of the land." 


"Well apparently that's not what's happening." 


Chloe winced. "I'm so sorry Desta. If you want to come back, 
we can sort something out, | Know we can." 


| felt myself grit my teeth. Given all the times I'd helped 
Chloe out it shouldn't have grated that she was offering to 
help me with the airfare. But it did. | wasn't used to her 
having more money than me. | had always been the more 
responsible, more successful one. But she was married to a 
billionaire, and that made everything different. 


Pride wouldn't let me take her up on the invitation. "No. It's 
Okay. I'm sure it'll be fine." 


"Really?" 


She sounded as surprised as | was, and | could barely 
believe | was saying it, but with the words out of my mouth | 


realized they were true. | wasn't about to walk away from 
this just because some guy had followed the car. 


And anyway, if someone really was out to get Max and 
Elizabeth, | needed to be here for Alexei. No way could | 
leave him alone with Viktor again. He'd probably lock him in 
the trunk or forget to feed him. I'd be responsible for 
something really bad happening to the sweetest kid I’d ever 
looked after. 


| let out a stiff exhale. "Really." That was that then. | could 
always change my mind, but | knew right then and there 
that | wasn't going to. | needed to stick this out for myself. | 
needed to prove that | could make it here. If I could do this, | 
could do anything. "Anyway, how's Mia?" 


"Still keeping me up all night. Don't ask." 

"It'll get easier." 

"I Know, so you keep saying. | still feel like a zombie." 
"You'll be fine." 


"So will you. Remember to have fun out there, okay Desta? 
And | want so many pictures." 


"I'll clog your inbox, don't worry about it. And I'll give you 
my number when | get a phone of my own. My network 
wouldn't work. This is Viktor's." 


"Oh really? First he's lending you a coat, then he's lending 
you a cellphone... he doesn't sound so bad to me." 


| felt my cheeks flush. She was right, wasn't she? | was just 
wound up over my initial reaction to him and I didn't know 
how to get past the animal reaction I'd had to him, but damn 
it, she was right. 


"You haven't met him." 
"True." 


"Anyway, I'll leave you to it. I've been fantasizing about a 
bath since we landed in all the snow." 


"Keep in touch, okay?" 


"I will Chloe. Good night. | mean - morning, right? Bye for 
now." 


The room felt echoing and silent when | hung up the phone. 
| was going to have to get used to living here. That bath was 
only going to help. 


| didn't waste any time slipping out of my clothes and 
pulling my robe around my shoulders, knotting the belt 
tightly around my waist for the short trip across the hall. | 
had my washbag in my arms, but as soon as | got into the 
bathroom and closed the door | realized there were all kinds 
of expensive soaps and bath oils laid out, like this was some 
kind of spa. 


| turned the faucet on, adjusting the temperature and filling 
the tub with steaming water and sweet-smelling bubbles 
deep enough for me to sink into up to my chin. | was going 
to enjoy every minute of this. 


CHAPTER 10 


Viktor 


I'd never been one to be domestic, but I'd always been able 
to provide food for myself, even if that just meant boiling 
some potatoes to go with a bit of bacon. Having home 
cooked meals left in the fridge was a luxury that was going 
to take some getting used to, but after so long having to 
fight to keep my share of whatever food was on offer, | 
wasn't about to turn my nose up at the Toropovs' hospitality. 
Tonight, the dish had more than enough for both me and 
Destiny and once she had taken Alexei back up stairs, | 
shoved it into the oven to heat up. 


It looked like some kind of meat, dotted through with 
potatoes, and the cooking smells were enough to make my 
stomach grumble. Hunger wasn't the only appetite that had 
been awakened in me, but it was the easier one to satisfy. As 
much as | wanted her, | had no delusions that | would be 
getting my hands on Destiny tonight. 


The best | could do was try to show her that | was no threat. 


When everything was heated through I dished out her plate 
first and set it on a tray with a glass of water and a slice of 
the berry pie that had also been in the fridge. Before | could 
second-guess myself | went up the stairs with the tray and 
knocked on Destiny's door. But there was no answer. 


| waited, knocked again, waited some more, growing 
impatient and feeling more and more foolish by the minute. 
There was no need to bring her food, but the hunter- 
gatherer in me wanted to make sure she was fed. More than 


that, | wanted her to know that | she was safe with me. That 
whatever | had was hers. 


Perhaps that was a lot to ask from a plate of food. 


None of that would get across to her if she wasn't even 
there. | gritted my teeth, looking to the nursery door and 
then trying there instead. Impatient, | banged heavily 
against the door, all but set on barging in if she didn't open 
it this time. 


On the other side, | heard Alexei start up wailing, but to my 
surprise the door that opened was behind me. 


| heard the bolt pull back and Destiny rushed out from what 
must have been the bathroom in a cloud of sweet-smelling 
steam, trying a thin silk robe around herself, clutching a 
baby monitor that was echoing out Alexei's cries. Her hair 
was piled high on her head to keep it out of the water, but at 
the nape of her neck trailing strands were damp enough to 
curl into relaxed ringlets and her cheeks were flushed with 
heat. 


Her eyes widened when she saw me standing there, and | 
stepped toward her on instinct. 


"What are you-? Oh. Is that for me?" Dinner didn't matter. 
The tray didn't matter. The baby on the other side of the 
door was insignificant. She was the only person of any 
consequence in the entire world and | needed to be closer to 
her. 


| felt myself nod, but | was already shifting the tray to one 
hand, setting it down on the narrow hall table that flanked 
the wall between the two bedrooms. 


She must have seen the lust in my eyes, because she 
swallowed deeply enough to make her pearly throat bob and 
her lips parted deliciously as she stepped back, giving in to 
my presence as | leaned in and took the monitor off her. 


With one hand over her head, braced against the wall, | 
could appreciate how perfectly she fit in the circle of my 
arms, and | never wanted to let her go. 


The flimsy monitor seemed to work like a walkie-talkie and | 
pressed the button to speak, saying a few low words in 
Russian. Alexei hiccupped and his crying turned to a softer 
mewling. Good job the kid knew what was good for him. 


Destiny's eyes went to mine again and | set the monitor 
down next to the tray. "He is fine." That, | was sure of. She 
needed to stay exactly where she was. 


"I should go check." 
"You should stay here." 


Beneath the thin silky fabric of her robe her nipples were 
hard and | didn't think that was from the change of 
temperature between the bathroom and out in the hall. If | 
hadn't been so transfixed by the full swell of her lips, | 
wouldn't have noticed the way she caught her pout with her 
teeth for a fraction of a second. But | did see it, and | knew 
right then, whatever she said, she was thinking about what 
my lips would feel like against hers. 


Seeing her so close to undressed, knowing that she was 
likely naked underneath that thin robe had me achingly 
hard, but my whole body throbbed at the thought of her 
wanting me in return. | wasn't imagining that - it was real. 


Before she could fight me any further, | ducked down, 
catching her mouth with mine and kissing her with every 
inch of the lust that I felt for her. She stilled under me for a 
solid moment, and then | felt her soften and let my tongue in 
against hers, kissing me back. 


| almost laughed with relief, but this was not the time for 
humor. 


As soon as | touched her mouth with mine, it was like the 
floodgates had opened. She was feral and eager, as though 
she couldn't get enough. Her teeth grazed over my lip, 
sucking it into her mouth like she never wanted to let me go, 
like she needed more than this. And | was right on the same 
page. Just a kiss was never going to satisfy me when I'd 
known with just one touch that | was made to be hers and 
she was made to be mine. 


| let out a gravelly groan, pressing in against her and she 
shifted back against the wall until she couldn't go any 
further. Her chest heaved against mine and | leaned in more 
firmly, letting her feel just how much | wanted her, and how 
ready to take her | was. My fingers skimmed down to the 
hem of her robe, then dragging slow up along the warm, 
damp skin of her thigh as | showed her just how deep a kiss 
could go. 


| wanted her to know exactly what a man like me could 
make her feel, and then she'd change her mind about me for 
good. She had nothing to fear, the only thing | wanted to 
bring her was pleasure. And from the little breathless 
whimper she let out as | teased my fingers towards her 
waiting pussy, she must have known that. 


But my triumph was short lived. A second later she was 
pushing me back, panting hard, outrage in her eyes. 


The open palm of her hand spun up towards me, slapping 
hard and unexpected across my face. | let out a laugh as the 
sting spread across my cheek, blinking at her in disbelief, 
because | knew she wanted me. Her face wasn't flushed with 
heat any longer, and whatever she wanted to tell herself, 
she had kissed me back. She wanted me as much as | 
wanted her, | could practically smell her arousal. 


| shook my head again and made a grab for her wrist, 
pinning her hand and yanking her towards me, hard enough 
to make her yelp. Her eyes never left mine and the sizzle 


between us was electric as | bore down on her, my hand 
hard against the small of her back as | purposefully took 
another kiss just to show her exactly what she'd miss 
pushing me away. 


The tension in her arm stayed strong, and her free fist 
hammered down against my back far too weakly for her to 
really mean it. When I let her go again she swallowed hard, 
eyes blown wide as she struggled to find words. 


"How dare you?" She was breathless and her chest heaved 
up and down entirely distractingly. But she wasn't fooling 
either of us with her outrage. 


With my hands held up in an exaggerated surrender 
gesture, | stepped back from her all the same, and she 
stayed pinned to the wall where I'd left her as though she 
didn't trust her legs to hold her up if she moved so much as 
an inch. Prim as anything, she pulled her robe more tightly 
around her, closing the V of exposed skin that stretched 
down from her collarbone as though | could do all the things 
| wanted to do to her just by looking. 


| shook my head. "My apologies." 


"You're drunk," she said, eyes firmly tracking my every move 
just like they had at the airport when she thought | was 
trying to do her harm. Of course she thought she was too 
good for me. She was probably right. But she was wrong 
about the liquor having anything to do with this. 


| narrowed my eyes, irritated that she was pulling away so 
sharply when she must have known how perfect we would 
be together. | knew she'd felt it. But what did that matter 
when she'd already made up her mind? 


Defiant, my smile curled onto my face as a defensive mask, 
and | shook my head. "No. | am intoxicated with you. Enjoy 
your dinner. | won't bother you again this evening." 


She looked like she wanted to say something else, but 
maybe her pride wouldn't let her. For all that she was good 
at her job, | didn't understand what had compelled her to 
come here when it was clearly so far out of her comfort zone. 
What did she want? To sit in her room and play with 
someone else's baby and never interact with the world? 
Never interact with me? 


That wasn't going to happen. | wasn't going to allow it. She 
was far too young to shutter herself away from all of her 
desires. Pretending to herself she didn't want me was only 
going to work for so long. | knew the way she'd reacted to 
my touch, and deep down, she had to know it too. 


So | would have to figure out a way to make her feel like she 
could let her hair down, so that she felt comfortable around 
me rather than seeing me as some kind of feral threat, 
because the one thing | Knew as soon as our lips touched 
was that no other woman was ever going to make me feel 
half of what this stubborn, proud, irritating American was. 
No one I'd ever met came remotely close to her. 


We could make the strongest pair. The fireworks when | 
kissed her were incandescent. Together we could burn 
through the ice of even the hardest winter. 


Destiny 


| could have dribbled down the wall and melted into a 
puddle right at Viktor's feet, like some kind of simpering 
wreck, and | hated that. | hated the way he looked at me like 
he knew exactly how much I wanted him. Because he was 
right. And I'd kissed him like | needed his lips to carry on 
breathing. 


| would have let him do whatever he wanted. Hell, who was | 
kidding, | wanted him to do whatever he wanted with me. | 
would have dragged him through to the bedroom myself and 


climbed right on top if he'd carried on kissing me for another 
minute. | couldn't even think about what would have 
happened if I'd let his fingers get to where they were going. 


None of this was in the plan. No one had ever touched me 
there. 


And no way was | losing my virginity to some ex-con Bratva 
thug just to become another notch on his bedpost. He 
wouldn't be gentle with me. | knew that much from the way 
he forced me against the wall and took that kiss. 


My head was swimming. The fact was, | liked it. So maybe | 
didn't want him to be gentle. 


That was why was I having such trouble calming down, and 
he knew it too. That smirk on his face as he walked away, 
and the cocky sway to his hips told me just about all | 
needed to know about that. 


| was so screwed. What was | thinking letting him kiss me at 
all? 


| wasn't thinking that was the trouble. So | was going to 
have to start now. No way could | let that happen again. 


| felt myself dig my teeth into my lower lip, and my hand 
darted to my mouth to cover it. Damn it. | wanted it to 
happen again. | wanted to see what he would have done 
with his hand up the skirt of my robe. 


| flushed all over at just the thought of that. Fresh from the 
bath | wasn't wearing anything under my robe and he'd 
come so close to touching me in ways nobody ever had. I'd 
gone through my teens without wasting time on boyfriends. 
My business had been the most important thing to me, and 
nothing was going to distract me from that. And now | was in 
my twenties and | barely knew what it felt like to be kissed 
properly, let alone have someone touch me sexually. 


He'd been so hard up against my thigh. | couldn't believe 
how hot and steely his cock was even through the thick 
fabric of his pants. He could have seared a hole in them 
trying to get to me, and | would have been eager to have 
him. 

| forced my eyes shut, only opening them again when Alexei 
let out a gurgle through the monitor. The dinner tray Viktor 
had brought up was still on the side next to the bright white 
plastic receiver. With an adrenaline shake in my hands, | 
picked them both up and went into the nursery to check on 
Alexei like I'd been going to all along. 


To my relief the door had a lock, and I turned it behind me, 
unsure whether | was set on keeping Viktor out, or keeping 
myself away from him. My relaxing bath was done for now. 
No way could | go back into the bathroom and sink, naked, 
into the tub. | wouldn't be able to get my mind away from 
that kiss, and fantasizing about where it could have gone 
was the last thing | was going to let myself do. 


As much as | tried to deny it, his lips on mine felt like they 
were the only thing in my rapidly changing world that made 
sense. His body against mine felt right in ways that nothing 
I'd known ever had. 


| sat down heavily on the sofa opposite Alexei's crib with the 
tray on my lap. | wasn't supposed to fall for a guy like him. 
That had never been in the plan. If I fell for anyone at all, it 
was supposed to be someone respectable. Someone who 
wanted a family, not someone who was probably going to 
spend most of the rest of his life in a jail cell. 


| groaned, looking at the baby monitor, and Alexei, who was 
now happily lying on his back, playing with his feet. All it 
had taken was a few calm words from Viktor to get him to 
settle. Even | wasn't that good with him. Hell, it had been 
the same with me when I was overreacting in the car. One 
day, Viktor was going to make an amazing father. 


"Oh my God. No. He's not. He's a career criminal. Stop 
thinking like that!" | groaned again, thunking my head 
heavily against the back of the couch. "Oh God. What am | 
going to do?" 


It looked like the plan was changing, because it was a bit 
late already to try to avoid falling for him when | was getting 
wet over the idea of him sliding his hand up my thigh one 
minute and thinking he'd make a decent Dad in the very 
next heart beat. 


| tangled a hand into my hair, pulling the headband out in 
frustration with myself so my shoulder length tresses spilled 
down from the messy bun I'd pulled them into. | let out 
another groan, and picked up my fork, forcing myself to eat 
the plate of food before it all went stone cold. 


No way was | venturing back downstairs until the morning. | 
needed at least one evening to lick my wounds and figure 
out how to do this without totally losing face. Except, it was 
probably a bit late for the already. 


| glanced through the connecting door to my new bedroom 
and | could see the fur coat he'd loaned me hanging up on 
the front of the closet. Chloe was right he'd done nothing 
but look after me since | got here. And that was an 
admirable trait in any man. 


How did | marry that with all those tattoos, and the fact that 
he was clearly just as comfortable behind bars as he was on 
this side of them? | wasn't going to figure that out sitting up 
here all on my own, that was for certain. But just then | 
wasn't brave enough to go back down to face him. Whatever 
| was feeling was going to have to wait until the morning, 
and that was probably for the best. If it was more than just 
jetlag, or temporary insanity, it would keep. 


CHAPTER 11 


Destiny 


With a smile on my face, | threw back the heavy bedroom 
curtains, letting in the daylight and looking down onto the 
snowy garden. The sun was bright and today everything 
looked clean and perfect - just how I'd imagined St 
Petersburg in winter when I'd agreed to come in the first 
place. That seemed like a whole lifetime away now. 


But, whatever had happened on the way here, inside the 
walls of the property there was nothing that could touch me, 
and | was starting to feel like maybe the year ahead wasn't 
going to be so bad after all. 


Maybe | was just feeling better after a decent night's sleep. 
Even if | had spent half the night thinking about that kiss. 


| let out a slow breath, trying to shake off that increasingly 
familiar warmth as the memory crept up on me all over 
again. How could | be so obsessed after only one day? | 
needed to get my head checked. Today I'd settle in properly 
and get into the swing of things with Alexei and everything 
would start to feel less crazy. 


That was the plan. 


But it completely went out of my head when a movement on 
the snowy lawn caught my eye and | zoned in on the figure 
of a man running with neat compact steps across the snow. 
Viktor was down there, doing laps by the look of it, and 
maybe there wasn't anything so unusual about that, but 
he'd stripped his top off and his chiseled muscles stood out 
in stark relief in the morning sunlight. Every breath he took 
came out in a cloud of steam, reminding me of how harshly 


cold it was. Even from where | stood, | could tell that his skin 
was pale with goosebumps, making the dark ink of his 
tattoos stand out even more starkly. His nipples had to be 
frozen solid. He had to be in danger of hypothermia. Either 
that or he wasn't human. 


That | could believe. | was practically salivating on sight of 
him. His body moved like a well-oiled machine and the way 
each muscle stirred with every step woke up the tingling of 
my body all over again. 


He was gorgeous. The most attractive man I'd ever met in 
entire life. How was | going to be in the same room as him 
without making a complete idiot out of myself after this? 


Never mind that kiss, | was going to need an ice bath myself 
to get over this. He could have thawed Siberia he was that 
hot, and my polar ice caps were definitely melting. There 
was going to be a tidal wave if this kept up. 


Right when | thought it couldn't get any worse, he stopped 
on the lawn, right there in front of my window, winding 
fabric strips around his knuckles before starting up a shadow 
boxing routine that took in sweeping roundhouse kicks and 
grapples that only made my pulse rate rise even further. 


This wasn't fair. 


| was supposed to come here to babysit. There was never 
supposed to be a bad boy bodyguard for me to fall for. Not 
that anyone could have mistaken Viktor for a boy. He was all 
man, and seeing him out there reminded me of just how 
much more experienced than me he had to be. | could see at 
least one long gauged line of scar tissue along his back, and 
| figured up close there had to be more. He hadn't come 
through as many years as he had without some collateral 
damage. 


It only made him all the more handsome to me, and | 
cringed as | realized just how irresistible | found him. There 


wasn't going to be a single part of me that wanted to stop 
him if he tried to make a move on me again. Not when I'd 
already been regretting pushing him away since the minute 
| did it. 

"I am so screwed." 


How had | messed this up so badly already? Chloe would tell 
me off so badly when she found out I'd pushed away the 
only man I'd ever been interested in for years. Sure, | was no 
aging spinster, but if | never let anyone get close to me, | 
might as well have been because that was how | was going 
to end up. 


Was there really any harm in indulging in a little flirting, 
maybe even a little bit of kissing? | bit the inside of my 
cheek, watching him drop to a full plank in the snow and 
then start a series of push ups with a double clap between 
each dip of his shoulders that let his nose graze the floor. 


The problem was that | was never going to be able to calla 
halt, and I'd known that even before he touched me. | was 
scared of what I'd let him do, and how far I'd let it go, 
because when it came to the impossibly attractive Russian 
posted to guard me and the child I was here to take care of, | 
already knew | didn't want to ever tell him no. And that 
wasn't how it was supposed to go at all. 


Like Chloe, | was supposed to wait until | met the man | was 
going to marry. But there was nothing | wanted more in the 
world than to have Viktor take me hard and fuck every last 
remnant of virginity right out of me. And that was not the 
girl | was supposed to be. Not by a long shot. 


With a deep breath, | forced myself away from the window 
and went to get washed up and dressed before the day 
started without me. | met Elizabeth in the nursery, checking 
on Alexei, and | felt my shoulders relax as soon as | saw her. 
Viktor wasn't the only one in this house and the chances 


were | wasn't going to have much contact with him, so | 
could put my ridiculous infatuation out of my mind. 


She jiggled Alexei up and down on her lap and her smile 
matched the one on his face. "Good morning! It's lovely to 
see you. l'm so sorry we couldn't meet you yesterday. We got 
back horribly late." 


| shook my head. "It's fine. Viktor looked after me." 


It really was. All last night I'd been haunted by the 
possibility that maybe Viktor had been lying to me this 
whole time, and he'd brought me back to this grand house 
planning to seduce me. But in the light of day, | could see 
how crazy it was to think that a guy like him would have got 
a hold of a house like this, and bothered to fix the nursery 
out the way it was, just to con me into thinking that 
everything was fine. 


Elizabeth's smile took on a more amused look and | felt 
myself blushing. "Did he?" 


"Yes." Suddenly it felt like she'd figured out exactly what 
happened between us in the corridor out there on just the 
other side of the nursery door, and all the memories I'd been 
trying to suppress flooded back in a swell of heat. 


"Glad to hear it. He's just started with us, but we both have 
a really good feeling about him. He's a good man. He's going 
to go far." 


My uncertainty must have shown on my face because 
Elizabeth let out a laugh. "Trust me, he is. | wouldn't have 
trusted Alexei with him otherwise." 


That, | Knew to be true. Elizabeth might have been younger 
than me, and keen to be involved in business with her 
husband, but ever since I'd known her she'd been as 
protective of Alexei as any mother bear. Part of me wanted 
to burst her bubble and tell her how he'd left him on his own 
in the car at the airport, but that wouldn't have been 


entirely fair given everything he'd done since that point had 
been calculated to keep us both out of harm's way. 


She lifted her son up, picking up his teething toy and shifted 
him onto her hip. "Come on, let's go downstairs and get 
some breakfast." 


We went down the stairs together, but instead of turning 
towards the kitchen that I'd gone into the night before, 
Elizabeth showed me into a lavish dining room where Maxim 
was already seated at one end of along table, with a 
newspaper and a mug of coffee from the pot in the middle, 
starting to fork into his eggs. 


"Morning Ms. Grainger." 


| felt myself relax another level at the twinkle in his eyes 
when he smiled at me. He was the kind of man who always 
looked like he was on the brink of telling a joke, except when 
he was being deadly serious. | could see what Elizabeth saw 
in him, just like | could see what my best friend saw in his 
friend Roman, but I'd never felt the same pull toward either 
of them. Viktor was another matter entirely. "Hi Maxim." 


The dining room was perfectly elegant, with tall French 
windows overlooking the frozen garden. The whole thing 
made me feel like I'd slipped onto the set of a costume 
drama, except for the fact that my hosts were going about 
their business as usual. Maxim's cell phone on the table 
reminded me that | had to give Viktor back his phone, and 
Alexei's highchair was pulled up close, along with a plastic 
plate set and a huge bib that Elizabeth put him into. 


"Hope you slept well." 
"Wonderfully. The bed's like a cloud." 


Maxim tilted his head slightly, nodding at the assessment. 
"My employer knows how to furnish a house, that much is 
true." 


Elizabeth rolled her eyes and reached across her husband 
for the coffee pot. "Valentin's been very kind and you know 
it." 

Maxim grunted. "He's certainly getting his pound of flesh." 


Elizabeth let out an exhale. "I hardly think he realized they 
were going to come and take pot shots at us. And anyway, 
you knew exactly what we were getting into. | remember you 
telling me all about how easy it was going to be to take St 
Petersburg by storm. Something about provincial 
backwaters." 


"Yes yes, alright. Very good." 


| listened, feeling like I'd stepped into a parallel universe, 
and my throat constricted until | wasn't certain | was going 
to be able to carry on breathing normally. It felt like all the 
blood had drained out of my face as | realized what they 
were talking about was exactly what I'd hoped to avoid. "Pot 
shots? W-what? Are you - | heard something about some 
opposition to your - um. Moscow business connections?" The 
last thing | wanted was to come clean about knowing their 
Bratva business. | was way happier pretending to know 
nothing at all and turning a blind eye. 


Elizabeth glanced up at me. "Oh. It's nothing. Don't worry 
about it. Viktor is going to keep everybody safe, and Max 
and | are dealing with the cause of the problem. It'll all be 
over soon." 


Maxim let out another grunt and didn't say anything else. 
All | could hear was the sound of his knife scraping butter 
onto his toast. 


This was exactly what Chloe had been talking about; it was 
everything | was afraid of. | cleared my throat. "So I don't 
need to worry about being in the middle of some kind of... 
territory war?" 


Max let out a heavy sigh and set his knife down. "Didn't | tell 
you it was a bad idea to get her tangled up in all of this?" 


Elizabeth glowered at her husband. "I'm not having anybody 
else looking after Alexei, and anyway, Destiny can handle 
herself, can't you?" 


"I -um-" | had to bite the inside of my cheek to stop myself 
from going off at her. She'd known all this was going on, and 
she'd brought me out here anyway? Sure, they were paying 
me an obscene amount of money, but | figured that was to 
compensate me for the relocation costs and the fact that I'd 
be losing other business. Or | would have been, if | hadn't 
started taking on staff under my business name so they 
could cover for me while | went away. 


"Not everyone is like you darling. You chose this life, 
remember that?" 


"You're being ridiculous. Destiny just has to look after our 
son. She's not doing anything that's going to put her in 
harm's way." 


"You don't know these people." 


"Yes | do, Max. You are these people. So is Valentin, and 
Roman, so is Viktor, and between the three of us here, | 
think we have this under control. Stop acting like Destiny's 
some poor, innocent little flower who can't deal with the fact 
that not everything we do is strictly legal. She knew that 
before she got on the plane to come here. Didn't you? 
Honestly, these Bratva men think a woman can't handle the 
idea that they get their hands dirty." 


| took a solid swallow of my coffee and nearly choked on it 
trying to get my words out. "No. Yeah. Of course | did. 
Absolutely." There was no hiding from it now. All the years I'd 
spent back in Miami avoiding asking any direct questions, 
looking the other way whenever anything dubious came 
along went up in a puff of smoke. In less than five minutes, 


Elizabeth Toropov had destroyed all of my pretense that | 
was working for legitimate employers. | didn't know whether 
to feel defeated or relieved. 


| wasn't about to tell her that it had been the shock of my 
life yesterday to realize what I'd walked in on. She was right, 
| shouldn't have been acting like some kind of innocent 
flower when this woman who was at least a couple of years 
younger than me seemed to take it all in stride. | was never 
going to be able to sell it to anybody that | hadn't known 
something about what was going on. 


Maxim didn't look so easily fooled by my nonchalance. He 
crunched into his toast, fixing me with a look that | couldn't 
quite read, half amused, half unconvinced. | definitely 
wasn't fooling him. And | hadn't fooled Viktor either 
otherwise there was no way he'd have been as kind to me 
the day before as he had been. 


The door opened again and | looked up to see the man 
himself standing in the doorway, filling it completely, and 
my heart skipped a beat. 


The day before I'd mostly only seen him in that heavy coat, 
but this morning | was seeing all of him and it was well worth 
looking. From the dining table | had the perfect view of his 
close fitting dark jeans, and the impressive bulge of his 
crotch right at my eye level took me right back to the way 
his hand had slid along my wet, naked thigh and the press 
of his erection hot and heavy up against me. | felt my mouth 
go dry and | needed to swallow and clear my throat and tear 
my eyes away. 

But | couldn't make them move. 

Heat crept along my cheeks, as | realized how easily he 
could have taken exactly what he wanted from me. He filled 


the doorway like some kind of giant, and his steely strength 
was undeniable. Maxim was imposing, but not the way that 


Viktor was, you couldn't mistake him for who he was and 
where he'd been. He had his life experiences etched into 
him in the lines of his skin and the ink he wore. Yesterday I'd 
thought I'd found him terrifying, but today | realized that the 
surge of adrenaline racing through me was fascination and 
sheer, primal, animal attraction. 


Elizabeth poured coffee into my mug and | managed to look 
down at it briefly as she passed the milk jug over, but when | 
glanced up again | found myself looking into his eyes, and 
the look he had in them thrilled me. 


No one had ever looked at me with the hunger he had in his 
eyes, and his interest only brought mine to the surface. 
Maybe it was because | was so far away from home and 
everything was so different here, but the only thing on my 
mind was figuring out how to tell him I'd made a mistake 
last night in pushing him away. 


| didn't think | could live with never feeling his lips on mine 
ever again. | needed to know what our bodies felt like 
pressed together skin to naked skin. 


Against my better judgment, | knew | wanted to experience 
everything he could show me and | would regret it forever if | 
told him to leave me alone. Even if it meant losing my 
virginity to a man who wasn't going to be my husband, | had 
to find out what it would be like with him. And then I'd have 
to pray he didn't ruin me for anyone who wanted to marry 
me, because he didn't seem like the marrying type. I'd have 
to cross that bridge when | came to it, because I'd regret it 
forever if | let him pass me by. 


He said something to Maxim in Russian, and | felt my skin 
light up with goosebumps at the rough drag of his accent. 
I'd heard Maxim and Elizabeth talk in Russian a thousand 
times and | was even starting to be able to follow along with 
a lot of what they were saying, but when Viktor spoke my 
brain fizzled and the only thing | knew was how his voice 


made me want to shiver all over and beg for him to touch 
me. 


When had I turned so desperate? My whole life I'd been 
more sensible than this, maybe that was the problem and | 
was busy having a quarter life crisis and I'd come out the 
other side with a tattoo to go with my newly dyed hair and 
this whole fascination with Viktor would go back to the dark 
part of my psyche it had crawled out of and | could get back 
to the plan | had for finding a decent, respectable man to 
settle down with. Trouble was, | didn't see this infatuation 
going anywhere at all. 


Like it or not, | was way too far gone. 


He took a seat opposite mine at the breakfast table and | felt 
myself freeze entirely when he stretched his long legs out 
and his calf grazed against my leg. | stayed put, barely 
daring to exhale in case he moved away, or | did. Warmth 
bled through the fabric of his pants, through my leggings 
right to my skin and | could feel the point of contact 
between us start to tingle madly. 


How could he have this much of an effect on me? It was like 
I'd never been properly attracted to anyone before, until | 
met him, and now | was entirely obsessed. It had been a 
miracle I'd got any sleep, because I'd replayed that kiss in 
my head three million times over, working myself up into a 
sweaty mess just thinking about what he wanted to do to me 
and how it might have gone if | hadn't stopped him. 


Around me, the others had carried on talking but I didn't 
have a clue what they'd said. My entire world had zoned 
down to the man in front of me and the point of contact | 
had with him beneath the table. 


Elizabeth said something and Viktor turned his head to look 
at me again and | realized all of them were staring at me. 


"Sorry, | missed that. What?" | smiled, trying not to come 
across like a total idiot. | knew that nobody here thought 
that of me, but suddenly | was blushing and paying zero 
attention and acting like one of those Malibu Barbie girls 
from back home that | totally despised. And all because the 
guy | was realizing | had the biggest crush on of my entire 
life had walked in and sat opposite me. 


"Į said you could take Alexei to the park. Viktor can show 
you where it is and go with you. Alexei would love that." 


| nodded. "Sure. That sounds great." 


"There's a snow Suit up in his closet. He'd love to build a 
snowman with you, | know he would. We haven't really had a 
chance to play with him in the snow yet, everything's been 
so hectic getting settled in." 


“Absolutely. No problem." 


Beneath the table, Viktor shifted his leg, making the light, 
barely there connection so much firmer and he held my 
eyes. "| will look after you." 


| swallowed and it felt like a gulp because | didn't know 
whether that was a threat or a promise, but | knew without a 
doubt that he meant it. "I know you will." 


CHAPTER 12 


Viktor 


The American woman was going to drive me crazy. I'd never 
met anyone as uptight as her. She acted as though she was 
so prim and proper, but I'd felt the way she kissed me, and | 
saw the lust in her eyes even as she pushed me away. The 
words that came out of her mouth contradicted everything 
her body was telling me. 


I'd gone to bed with the shape of her hand burnt across my 
stubbled cheek, and the sting only made me think of the 
look in her eyes. She was afraid of what she wanted. It didn't 
take a genius to figure that out. 


One way or another | was going to persuade her that she 
had nothing to fear. She needed to learn to trust her 
instincts and go with what she clearly wanted, rather than 
try to deny herself. | knew that once she got to know me, 
she'd realize | wasn't the scary guy she thought | was. 


| had to prove to her that | could be the kind of man she 
wanted, that | was more than just a thug. Yes, I'd been a 
criminal for most of my life, in and out of detention centers 
since before my teens, but | had a code and | knew what | 
was doing when | came looking for the Bratva. They were the 
kind of men who had honor in what they did and that was 
the life | wanted too. If they had my loyalty, they would keep 
me out of prison. 


For the first time in my life | was starting to think of that asa 
necessity. When | looked at Destiny, | saw my future. And in 
it | was standing proud next to her - my wife, carrying my 


child. | wanted to be the head of my own family. To have a 
home to call my own, and to provide for them myself. 


It wasn't something | thought | needed, let alone wanted, 
but meeting Destiny had changed that. 


| wouldn't be like my sister's man - always taking bribes and 
living in the shadows, pretending to be good. | was what | 
was, and that was Vor - there was no changing that. But 
none of that meant | couldn't have a family of my own. 


| waited in the hall for Destiny to come down with Alexei, all 
bundled up and ready to play in the snow. | hoped she came 
down in warmer clothes than she'd had on the day before, 
but | knew it was unlikely. At least she had my mother's furs 
to keep her warm. 


The chair we'd rested Piotr on was conspicuously absent and 
| was glad not to see it there. | didn't like to think of anyone 
unsuspecting sitting on it to do up their boots. It was a 
reminder of the kind of thing that Destiny wasn't going to 
approve of. Right then and there | realized that there might 
always be things about my past and about my future work 
that | would have to keep from her. 


I'd Known as soon as | set eyes on her that she wasn't like 
any other woman, I'd known and that wasn't just to do with 
her being an American who was so much younger than me. 
She was a real innocent, and she hadn't had to navigate her 
way through a place as corrupt as Russia had been for my 
entire lifetime. Everybody here did something that put them 
in the legal grey. When | was a boy, anyone too pure to offer 
a bribe, or pay for black market goods starved to death, it 
was as simple as that. 


| folded my arms across my chest, stacking my weight, 
stance broad but at ease and centered my breathing as | 
watched her come down the stairs and fiddle with the 
stroller that was at the base of the stairs. 


"ĮI will put it in the trunk," | told her, and crossed the room to 
fold it and heft it up onto my shoulder. The last thing | 
thought I'd be doing a month ago was hefting around baby 
gear. 


But then, everything had turned on its head since | got out 
of jail. | hadn't expected to be a driver for the Bratva either, 
but it seemed like that was exactly the role | was carrying 
out when every other job in my lifetime had been some 
variation on theft, security or protection. Except the kind of 
security and protection was the kind the cops called assault 
and battery, and sometimes murder. | knew this was more 
than a driving job, | was a babysitter as much as Destiny 
was, only | was prepared to do my looking after with lethal 
force. 


Just as she had done the day before, she slipped into the 
back seat while | stowed the stroller, and she secured Alexei 
in his car seat. The doors to the property were going to drive 
me mad, getting in and getting out to open and close them, 
but | wasn't going to risk leaving the car out on the street. 


| glanced at her in the mirror and she pulled a tight, nervous 
smile. 


",...About last night?" 
| shook my head. "There is nothing to say." 


She pressed her lips together and | saw her scoot to the 
edge of her seat, leaning closer to my shoulder. "I think 
there is. | just - | wasn't expecting-" 


| cut her off." You are afraid." 
"Iam not!" 


| shrugged, amusement rising in me at the outrage she was 
displaying. "I think that you are. | think that you have never 
met a man like me." 


Her lips pressed together again and she tilted her head. 
"That's true." 


"You think | will hurt you?" 
"| - no. | mean. | don't know. Maybe?" 
"| would not hurt you. My job is to keep you Safe." 


"Yeah. | get that bit. And if you get to sleep with me then it's 
all good, right? I'm not that kind of girl." 


| snorted. "Really? | would not have guessed." 


"Listen, Viktor, don't mock me, okay? | didn't even know | 
was getting into this kind of mess until | landed yesterday. | 
really don't have the patience." 


| flicked my attention back to the road for a long moment 
before | spoke again. "You think that you didn't know, but 
you knew. You know Elizabeth and Maxim very well | think. 
You are not so naive." 


She leaned back in her seat with a moody huff, folding her 
arms across her chest and avoiding my eyes in the mirror, 
and | knew that meant I'd got it right. | let out a muted 
laugh and shook my head." You don't have to be an angel 
with me." 


Destiny 


| stared at Viktor's reflection for a long minute as his words 
echoed in my ears and my irritation boiled up at his almost 
mocking tone. He thought | was some goody-two-shoes. And 
he was right. | always had been, and | didn't know how to be 
anything else. But he was saying he didn't buy it? That | was 
kidding myself into thinking that there was nothing sketchy 
going on. He didn't have to spell it out more clearly than 
that, he thought | was a fraud. And whichever way that cut, 
it stung. 


And maybe he was right. | hadn't cared what they got up to 
before it became as real as it had yesterday, but it wasn't 
like | didn't know how Russians like them came by their 
money. They had way too much of it for me to believe that 
they were so successful at business when I'd barely seen 
either of them go near an office in all the time I'd worked for 
them in America. This whole time, I'd just looked the other 
way and refused to read between the lines, because I'd 
rather cover my ass. Only now that wasn't an option. 


It had all been falling apart since Chloe quite literally got 
into bed with one of them. And maybe that was a little but of 
why | was secretly mad with her too for pulling apart this 
image I'd had of myself of being so much better than these 
people who did whatever they needed to to get a hold of 
their money. My clients paid the way they did precisely 
because they could, and that was all because of the Bratva. 


Viktor was right. | was kidding myself. And he saw through 
me before | even saw through myself. | guess | must have 
really needed a change to pretend | didn't even care. 


Maybe | really didn't care. Maybe all that mattered to me 
was getting as much money as possible, because that was 
the only part of my plan for my life that was working out. 
Before | realized what was going on, a fat wet tear dribbled 
down my cheek, and | let out a startled sob. 


Viktor swore in Russian. "Why you cry?" He looked appalled. 
"What did | say?" 


| shook my head, mortified to be crying in front of him and 
trying to swipe the tears away before they started up even 
more quickly. "Nothing. | just - Everything's going wrong. 
You're right! I'm only out here for the money. | was kidding 
myself that | came here for Alexei, but he would have been 
fine with anyone. And | left my Nana all by herself in a home, 
and my best friend doesn't have time for me any more. And 
what if this whole thing is just me running away?" 


Viktor frowned sharply at me. "You are crazy." 


| guess | really sounded like it. Great, fantastic. Wonderful. 
Last night the guy had thought | was worth seducing, now 
he was looking at me like | was some kind of bomb about to 
go off. 


| sniffed hard, trying to pull myself together. "Gee, thanks." 


But Viktor shook his head. "You are here for the baby. | can 
see that is true. St Petersburg is not good place to run away. 
You don't speak Russian. You are not an idiot. If you were 
running away, you would go to... | don't know... New York. 
Las Vegas." 


"| do speak Russian," | protested weakly. "And anyways that 
hardly matters when apparently half the city is out to try 
and get Alexei just to get to his parents." 


Viktor's eyes narrowed dangerously. "You not need worry 
about that. Everything is under control. What about your 
Nana? And your friend. Tell me about these things." 


| glanced out of the window at the snowy streets we were 
passing, ashamed that | had even brought them up. The last 
thing | wanted was to unload all of my insecurities onto him. 


"My Nana doesn't recognize me any longer. She's ill. She 
won't be missing me." 


"That is sad. | am sorry. You have other family." 


"No. She's all | have. Apart from my friend, Chloe. But like | 
said, she's busy." 


"Too busy for a friend. She sounds not so good friend." 


| shook my head. That wasn't fair at all, and | knew the 
assessment had only come from what I'd said which made 
me feel all the more petty. "No, it's not like that. She just had 
a baby. She got married not so long ago, and everything's 
great for her, but it all happened really fast, and... | guess 
I'm not used to the fact that she's spending all her free time 


with her husband instead of with me. We've always been 
real close. And he's... he's Bratva." 


Viktor grunted. "Is difficult. | understand." 


"Really?" That was the very last thing I'd expected him to 
Say. 

"Da. | have met many men who I think of as brothers, but life 
changes. Loyalty changes. The Bratva is different, they look 
after their own, and when you are outside that, it is not the 
same. It is why | came to work for them. They will be much 
better for St Petersburg than the people in charge at the 
moment." 


| felt myself deflate. The Bratva. Of course. He wasn't talking 
about real friendships, he was talking about criminals who'd 
probably stabbed him in the back right after he'd worked 
with them. No way was that the same. Even if it was the 
world Chloe was swept up in. 


| felt myself press my lips together and shook my head 
tightly. "I don't think it's quite like that." 


Viktor pulled the car up to the side of the street and pulled 
the handbrake up. "I think it is exactly the same. We are 
here. Come. | will show you the park. There is perfect hill for 
- how you Say - toboggan? | think Alexei will like this." 


Once again, the man proved he had the power to stun me 
and | didn't have the slightest idea what to do about it. I'd 
thought he was playing reluctant tour guide but here he was 
figuring out an afternoon of fun when all I'd expected was 
for him to follow us around with his arms folded across his 
chest, looking like he didn't want to be there. 


| frowned at him. "... You want to go sledding?" 
"Da. It is perfect place for it." 


CHAPTER 13 


Viktor 


With one eye on our surroundings, | opened the passenger 
door and helped Destiny out of the car with Alexei. | didn't 
think the park here would be somewhere we were 
vulnerable, but | knew well enough that anywhere was a 
good enough place to target an attack, just as long as the 
victim was unaware. I'd done my best to make sure nobody 
followed us and | was confident that we were fully on our 
own, which meant | could let myself relax a little. 


Destiny stood waiting on the sidewalk in expectation and it 
took me a minute to realize what she was waiting for. "There 
is no point bringing the stroller for now. We will have to 
leave it when we go sledding. It is safer in the car." 


"Sure, okay. That makes sense." She bit her lip. "Only... | 
don't have a sled. Do you have a sled?" 


"Come," | instructed, sweeping her up in the broad swell of 
my arm and encouraging her to walk with me. She fit far too 
perfectly there and my hand settled into the small of her 
back like it was always made to be there. 


| walked her through the park gates, over to a stall that had 
been set up for the winter, just the way it always was and | 
pulled out my wallet. 


It took me a few minutes to negotiate with the stall owner. 
She was a very thin Russian woman with a tight fitting coat 
that showed off her body and the length of her legs, with 
bright red lipstick and smile that told me she thought | 
should be impressed by what | saw. | didn't like the way her 


eyes slid over Destiny before evidently discounting her as 
any competition at all. 


"You are babysitting the tourists today?" She spoke in 
Russian, clearly expecting not to be understood. | glanced 
over my shoulder at Destiny and saw her look up at the 
catty woman with a flicker of understanding. She hadn't 
spoken to me in Russian yet, but | had a feeling she was the 
type who would have prepared for her journey by making 
sure she knew a few basic phrases. 


"How much are you selling these for?" | asked her, stubborn 
in the use of my English, even though I knew it was going to 
hinder my ability to bargain down the price. Predictably she 
was unimpressed and raised her perfectly plucked brows in 

disdain. 


"Russian women are better at everything than big dumb 
Americans. You know this, yes?" Her smile stayed fixed on 
her face, but my eyes darkened. 


"And yet so many Russian women are cheap whores, like 
you. You should watch your tongue, or | will cut it out." The 
woman paled and her smile disappeared from her face in an 
instant. | shoved enough money at her to more than cover 
the cost of any of the sleds on display. She was lucky she 
was behind a wooden counter, because | wasn't going to 
tolerate anybody speaking about Destiny like that. "That 
one, please." 


| came away with a wooden sled large enough for all three of 
us, with sharp metal runners and a bench seat. | hadn't done 
this since | was a boy, with my own father, and it wasn't 
something | had expected to do again. 


"Do you want to go on the sled, Alexei?" The kid shrieked 
with excitement, clapping his hands together at Destiny's 
suggestion and | set the toboggan down on the ground, 
crouching down to it as she set him on it. Everything about 


her made me want to smile. She made me feel like | had 
been locked in a frozen winter for all of my life, and now she 
was Starting to thaw me, like the sun in springtime melted 
the Neva. | wanted to bask in her warmth and keep her by 
me always so that the ice crystals never got another chance 
to form. 


"You sit here and you hold on tight," | told him. "I will pull 
you along." 


Here | was, walking Destiny up to the top of the best 
sledding hill | knew within the city limits and it felt like | was 
the man | could have been if the rest of my adult life had 
gone differently. It was an odd feeling. I'd never had regrets, 
never wanted a different path, but this was like seeing what 
could have been. And | didn't dislike that version either. 


| could almost imagine Alexei was our son, and that made 
me clear my throat gruffly and turn away, using the rope to 
pull the boy along. "Come. We need to go this way." 


When we stepped off the path, the snow crunched under 
foot, compacting beneath each step from the fresh fall that 
had settled overnight and | looked back to see Destiny's 
smile getting wider with every step she took. 


"This iS So cool." 
"You do not have snow where you come from?" 


"In Miami? Not exactly. But you can swim in the sea all year 
round." 


No wonder she had no appropriate clothing. | grunted. "You 
can swim here all year if you want to. Only, you have to 
break through the ice." 


She laughed, and | realized instantly that there wasn't a 
thing | wouldn't do to hear that sound again and again. | 
stole a side-glance at her, once again floored by how perfect 


she looked with her flushed cheeks and her cold-pinched 
nose, and her hair pinned into retro waves. 


"I think I'll pass on that." 
"You surprise me." 


She rolled her eyes and dropped back a pace before 
hurrying forward, falling into step with me. Consciously | 
tried to decrease the length of my stride so she didn't have 
to struggle to keep pace with me. 


On the sled, Alexei looked like he was having the time of his 
life. But we were only just getting started. 


At the peak of the hill, | set us level so that the runners 
wouldn't take the sled barreling down the hill too soon. 


"Alexei will go at the front. Destiny you go behind him." That 
way she could make sure he didn't fall off. "I will go at the 
back and steer." 


"Okay, let's do this." There was a sparkle in her eyes and for 
the first time since I'd met her she looked as young as she 
had to be. Maybe | hadn't had much time to play about, but 
it seemed like she wasn't used to it either, and | could 
appreciate that. But she needed to stop worrying so much 
about all these things that she couldn't control. If she let me 
handle what | needed to handle then there was no reason for 
her to fear being here in St Petersburg. 


She needed to get on with enjoying all that my city could 
offer in the wintertime. 


She scooted Alexei forward, chatting softly to him about how 
exciting it was going to be and he nodded along, looking 
gleeful and excited, talking in his little half constructed 
babble. 


All | had to do was make sure | didn't crash the lot of us into 
a tree. But | had it under control. 


There was only just room for me behind Destiny, and | had to 
move as close to her as possible, so that her back was 
pressed tight against my chest. | held the rope wide, and 
planned to use my heels jabbed into the snowy ground to 
steer us. 


Destiny looked back at me, barely able to catch my eye she 
was so well bundled up in her coat. "What now?" 


“Now we go down the hill." 


Between the pair of us, we maneuvered the sled until it was 
pointing down the long hill and the slope was already 
starting to pull us down. Alexei let out a gleeful shout as we 
started to move and Destiny and | lifted our heels off the 
ground to stop any friction. As the slope fell away, we got 
faster and faster, until suddenly we were racing over the 
perfect white ground, with the wind whipping into our faces. 


Destiny let out a stream of whooping laughter and Alexei 
was already cheering for more. 


Suddenly the trees were coming up fast, and I pulled on the 
rope to steer us, digging my heels in to turn us to avoid the 
worst of the bumps in the ground and | swerved us to a stop 
when the ground leveled out. 


"That was awesome!" Destiny whispered, and | felt like I'd 
won the lottery. "Let's go again!" 


Destiny 


We spent the best part of the afternoon going up and down 
that hill, and | didn't know which one of us was enjoying it 
more. Sure, it was all supposed to be for Alexei, but | liked 
being pressed between Viktor's muscled arms and up 
against his chest far more than | was ready to admit. 


He made me feel small - petite - and that wasn't something | 
ever felt. I'd always been the curvy girl with the ample 


bosom and the childbearing hips, and | rocked it with my 
vintage aesthetic, just like Marilyn Monroe, but Viktor was 
the first man I'd ever met who made me feel delicate. And | 
knew without a doubt that he would always keep me from 
harm. 


There was something perfect about the three of us hurtling 
down that snowy hill together, and | didn't want it to end. 


But of course, it had to. 


Alexei started complaining of being cold after one too many 
runs had dumped us out into the snow, and his snowsuit was 
soaked through, and he wasn't the only one. The furs had 
done a good job keeping the snow off, but my jeans were 
another matter and the denim was soaked through and 
clinging to me, uncomfortably cold when | concentrated on 
it. All that aside, | could see that Alexei was starting to get 
tired and if he didn't get his nap soon, he was liable to have 
a full blown meltdown. And that would only be my fault for 
pushing him to exhaustion. 


| hoisted him up into my arms, cuddling him tight for the 
final trudge up the hill. 


"Come on, let's go home and get some food and warm up, 
okay?" 


He nodded, and buried his face into my shoulder, struggling 
against his pout. The kid was way too cute. He'd always 
been able to melt my heart with those baby-blues, but now 
there were another pair of blue eyes vying for my attention. 
And maybe | liked them even more. 


"We should go," | told Viktor and he nodded, picking up the 
sled one handed and hefting it onto his shoulder, as though 
it weighed nothing at all. 


Alexei had fallen asleep by the time we got back to the car, 
and | slipped him into his car seat as quietly as possible, 
strapping him in carefully. 


"What are you going to do with that?" It didn't look to me 
like the sled was going to fit in the trunk. 


Viktor shrugged. "It will fit." 
"Here, put it in the back seat, I'll ride up front with you." 


The both of us knew he didn't have to reach around me the 
way he did, and the both of us knew that | could have 
stepped away to give him better access. But | hadn't, and he 
had, and somehow, my back was up against the side of the 
car and he was looming over me. 


A whole lifetime passed with me looking into his eyes, and | 
could feel the spread of my blush growing across my cheeks 
and it had nothing to do with the cold. 


"I'm sorry about yesterday," | whispered. 
"What about it?" 


| bit my lip. He was going to make me Say it. "Pushing you 
away. | was wrong." 


Against the cold metal, | had nowhere to go, and his arms 
hemmed me in. But there was nowhere | would have rather 
been. | couldn't tear my eyes away from his lips for the 
longest moment, and | could feel my heart thundering in my 
ears. | knew exactly what | wanted to do a handful of 
seconds before | did it, and then | was stretching up onto my 
toes. His lips met mine in a crushing kiss the moment | 
leaned up to go for his mouth, and | was swept away by the 
plundering force of his tongue prizing into my mouth, 
leaving my knees weak. 


He kissed like he meant it, like he had to have me, and like | 
was going to be his, and the fireworks shooting through me 
were undeniable. | knew it wasn't the melted snow making 
the tops of my thighs wet. | was more ready for him than I'd 
ever been for anyone in my life, and not having him was 
starting to make me ache. 


| understood the word - yearn - now, because there was no 
other way to describe the bone-deep way | needed him. | 
needed him to touch me in ways that no one ever had, ways 
| hadn't realized | wanted, but just the graze of his fingertips 
against my cheek lit me on fire, and | never wanted him to 
stop kissing me. 


This was the man | was going to lose my virginity to, and as 
much as the certainty of that thought shook me, | wasn't as 
terrified of it as | had been the day before. It was fate. It had 
to be. He was meant to be mine. | was meant to be right here 
in his arms. In the snow, everything was perfect, and for the 
first time in my life | was going to give into that, and see 
where it all took me. 


Viktor leaned me bodily against the car, and | let out a 
muffled groan against his lips at the feel of his hard, hot 
body pressing in against mine. Our coats weren't enough to 
stop me from knowing just how hard he was, and the size of 
his erection had my heart racing. How he was going to fit 
inside me | didn't know, but right then | didn't want to stop 
to figure that out. 


Viktor kissed me again and his hands slid inside the folds of 
my coat, roving over my body in a way that made me shiver 
with anticipation and claw at the front of his heavy jacket. | 
needed him so badly, and there were way too many layers of 
clothes between us. 


"We need to go back to the house," | told him breathlessly, 
and he pulled back enough to blink at me blearily. 


"Da." He looked almost drunk on me, and that was so 
intoxicating. I'd never had a man be so attracted to me that 
he couldn't seem to figure out how to think, but that was 
exactly the way Viktor was looking at me right then. And | 
didn't think it had anything to do with him having been in 
prison for a long time. All afternoon, he'd had eyes for 
nobody but me. 


CHAPTER 14 


Viktor 


Just when I thought I had her figured out, Destiny surprised 
me. 


| would have got down on my knees and begged to be able 
to kiss her again if she'd stayed aloof another day, but 
instead, she was the one pulling me in against her willing 
mouth. Her lips were the most perfect | had ever kissed - full 
and plump and sensuous and | couldn't wait to find out what 
they felt like circled around my pulsing cock while | shot my 
seed against the back of her throat. 


Just the thought had me ready to blow my load right there 
and then, and my cock twitched in anticipation, hungry for 
whatever | could get. But at the same time, she was a lady, 
and she was more innocent than anyone | knew. | was 
beginning to think that that extended to more than just 
being on the right side of the law. | wanted to make love to 
her. To show her just how gentle | could be when I had 
someone as precious as her entrusted to me. 


But that side of me was warring with my rougher nature. 
Deep down, there was nothing more that | wanted other 
than to tangle my hand into her hair and hold her steady 
like some kind of animal, while | fucked her as hard as | 
could, filling her up with my seed so she knew that she was 
mine. | wanted to put my child inside her, to claim her for 
my own so that no other man would ever think they could 
look at her again. 


She was meant to be mine, and now she was kissing me 
back, | knew she felt it too. 


Somehow we got into the car, and | pried my hands away 
from the perfect curves of her body. Behind the wheel | had 
to take long, deep breaths before | was convinced | was safe 
to drive. 


My self-control was worse than it ever had been around her, 
and it only got harder not to reach across the seat and pull 
her into my lap when she slid her hand onto my thigh. 


| gripped her wrist tightly, stilling her fingers. After last night 
| didn't know how far she was willing to go, and there was 
only so much torture | could take. The way she'd reacted 
when I slid my hand along her thigh made me think she 
guarded her body carefully, and | liked the thought that she 
didn't let just any man have access. "Stop. | will crash the 
Car." 


"You haven't even started driving yet." 
"And we will stay here forever if you keep teasing me." 


She bit her lip her smile glinting in her eyes. "Maybe I'm not 
teasing. You better get us home as quick as possible and 
then you'll find out." 


That galvanized me into action faster than anything else 
could have. Those were fighting words, especially coming 
from her after she'd pushed me away. My entire body was 
primed, and | screeched the car away from the sidewalk, 
driving as fast as | could back towards the Toropov's house. 


Destiny got out to open the gates, and this time | didn't stop 
her. The only thing | cared about was getting inside as 
quickly as possible and finding out whether this thing 
between us really had the power to go as far as | felt it did. 


Destiny 


"Take the car up to the garage," | called from the gates once 
I'd opened them, waving Viktor through. "I'll walk up the 


drive and see you at the house!" 


It didn't make sense for him to stop again to let me back into 
the car. Not when neither of us could wait to be properly 
alone together with Alexei tucked in, asleep and warm, and 
no one set to disturb us until his parents came home. 


| felt like a naughty babysitter plotting to bring her 
boyfriend around to the house. And I'd never been that girl. 
It was kind of exciting to be sneaking around and | pushed 
away the little swell of my guilty conscience that told me | 
should have been focusing solely on Alexei. He was fine. | 
wasn't going to do anything irresponsible in putting him 
down for his nap and taking a bit of time for myself. Even his 
parents did that. 


| swung the first of the heavy gates closed, glad for my 
gloves as | wrestled with the bolt that went into the ground 
and dusted away the splinters of paint that had been 
painted over a thousand times with different colors over the 
years from my gloves. 


| didn't notice the man at first, too focused on wrestling with 
the bolt to make sure the first gate stayed put before | 
swung the other one in to join it. But he raised a hand to 
catch my attention as he crossed the street. 


“Excuse me, Miss. Hello. May I trouble you a moment?" 


| should have been suspicious that he spoke to me in heavily 
accented English, but | was so wrapped up in my happy 
bubble from our trip to the park that it didn't even register. 


"Um... Sure, how can I help?" | glanced over my shoulder. Up 
the drive, | could see the tail lights of the car disappear 
around the corner to the garage at the side of the house, 
just out of view. 


When I turned back, the man was suddenly very much closer 
and he had a thin smile on his face. He fished into his pocket 
for a packet of cigarettes. "Do you have a light?" 


| stepped back, trying to put some distance between us, but 
he stepped forward again, closing the gap. "Sorry, no. | 
don't." 


"Oh, never mind. You are staying at this house, yes? It is 
such a splendid house. | bet there is nothing like this in 
Miami." 

Suddenly | felt off balance, all too aware that he had 
stepped just inside the gate. How did he know where | was 
from? Who the hell was he? My skin started to prickle and all 
of a sudden | felt out of my depth. "I - I'm sorry. | have to go 
now." 


| watched him pull out the cigarette lighter he claimed not 
to have, ducking his head and cupping his hand to shield 
the flame as he lit up and my thoughts flashed back to my 
friend Chloe in Miami whose father's boat had been set on 
fire because she'd gotten tangled up with the Bratva back 
home. He pocketed the lighter again and | could have sworn 
| saw the flash of a knife as he adjusted the folds of his coat. 
| nearly tripped stepping back and | felt myself swallow hard, 
my hands clammy as | realized he'd put himself between me 
and the gate | needed to padlock. 


"Excuse me." 


Panicked, | shoved the man back and he laughed as | 
clanged the gate shut, pulling the bolt across and securing 
the lock. 


"You tell your friend Viktor that Pavelenko is deeply 
disappointed in his choices. He has a debt to pay. Tell him | 
am the collector. | will see him soon." 


| felt myself go pale, and | didn't care how afraid | looked as | 
turned and ran back towards the house. | hadn't wanted to 
be tangled up in any of this Bratva business, but | was 
already in way over my head. And it sounded like Viktor was 
too. 


What had that guy even meant, talking about Viktor like he 
worked for Pavelenko? He worked here. He worked for 
Maxim, and he had no other loyalties. Did he? 


| was shaking by the time | made it to the garage, and | 
pushed inside, past Viktor and hauled Alexei out of his car 
seat, into my arms, breathing deep to draw the baby-scent 
of him into my lungs. 


“Destiny? What is the matter?" 


| shook my head, barely daring to look up from the sleeping 
child | had bundled up in the blankets, but | knew | had to. 


"Some guy out there said you have a debt to pay to 
Pavalenko." 


Viktor's eyes hardened. "What? What man? Why you talk to 
him?" | could hear the fury in his voice and already he was 
striding out of the garage. 


"Viktor wait! He might have a gun or anything! He knew who 
| was! Please don't leave me - that could be exactly what he 
wants!" 


Adrenaline had got the better of me, and | let out a sharp 
sob, horrified at the sudden tears that were streaming down 
my face. Viktor wheeled back around, a growl rising in his 
throat and he kicked at the snow unleashing a sudden burst 
of fury. 


"Get in the house. Lock the door." 
"Viktor please!" 


"Go! | will be right there. Put Alexei down in his room. 
Everything will be fine." 


So why was it | didn't believe that for a second? There was 
nothing | could do as! watched Viktor stalk back down the 
drive towards the front gate and to my horror, it looked like 
he was unholstering a gun from the small of his back. Right 


then | was glad he'd been armed all day, even if | hadn't 
realized it. 


| closed my eyes and turned toward the house, hurrying to 
the front door. Whatever happened out there, | didn't ever 
want to be in a position where I'd see Viktor do something 
that could get him thrown in jail. | never wanted to have to 
stand up in court and be the one who helped condemn him. 
Especially not when all he was doing was keeping me safe. 


| barely saw the snow covered steps as | stumbled up them 
and pushed the key into the lock. Thank God Alexei was a 
deep sleeper, because | didn't want him knowing any of this 
was happening. 


CHAPTER 15 


Viktor 


As soon as | saw Destiny come into the garage, pale and 
shaking, | was ready to kill whoever had got her into that 
state. On a primal level, every part of me was ready to 
protect her and nothing was going to change my mind as | 
headed out to the front gates. 


This guy who thought he could frighten her had another 
thing coming. | didn't care about what Pavalenko thought | 
owed him or who they thought I'd betrayed in coming to 
work for the Moscow Bratva, none of them had any right to 
touch Destiny. 


My blood was boiling and | broke into a run to get to the 
street as fast as possible. A quick glance through the railings 
showed no one | recognized, but that didn't mean anything. 
| hadn't taken the key back off Destiny, so | vaulted up to 
the level of the cross bar and climbed over, ignoring the 
protesting creak of the ironwork as | jumped down on the 
other side. 


There was no sign of anyone out on the street, only a 
stubbed out cigarette that had only just been lit close to the 
gate, and a small pile of butts and ash on the sidewalk 
across the road. | figured whoever it was had done exactly as 
| had done, and stood here waiting for one of us to come 
home. 


Maxim and Elizabeth would have made short work of him; | 
would have dispatched him on sight, but the fucker had 
chosen to approach the only one of us who had no stake in 
this city. | kicked at the wall that ringed the perimeter of the 


property, swearing colorfully as | realized | had no hope of 
catching up to whoever had threatened Destiny now. There 
was no sign of what direction he'd gone in and I'd be 
wasting my time tracking footprints when he could just as 
easily have gotten into a car and miles away by now. 


With a final growl, | holstered my weapon and climbed back 
over the gate, dropping down heavily on the other side. 


This couldn't continue. This problem had to be solved and 
whatever they had planned, Maxim and Elizabeth weren't 
doing it quickly enough for my liking. They needed to stop 
trying to be clever and get in there and cut off the head of 
the snake. Pavalenko was the one calling the shots, 
Pavalenko had to go. 


| was still fuming by the time I'd finished locking the garage 
and | let myself in through the front door, only relaxing into 
the warmth when | saw Destiny's boots lined up neatly by 
the door. | hung my coat on an empty hook, pulling off my 
boots too. 


There was no sound of her downstairs, and no sound of a 
crying baby, which | was glad for. 


| took the stairs two at a time in my thick socks, padding 
along the corridor with more purpose than I'd ever had in my 
life. 


One thing | knew for certain - after what had happened, | 
needed her to be mine and | wasn't going to take no for an 
answer. No one was threatening her again and getting away 
with it. No one was even going to touch her, apart from me. 
This was happening. As soon as | got along that corridor and 
into her bedroom, | planned to tear her clothes off and take 
her on every surface | could find until she wasn't afraid any 
longer. 


Destiny 


With my heart racing in my ears, | closed the nursery door 
on a sleeping Alexei, thankful that he hadn't been disturbed. 
All the way up the stairs I'd had my fingers crossed that he 
wouldn't wake up, and I'd hardly dared breathe as | changed 
him in to dry sleep clothes in case the movement woke him 
up. | was already paranoid that my shaking hands were 
going to startle him, but the little tyke was worn out from his 
adventures. 


And | couldn't have been more grateful. 


It felt like a whole lifetime passed while | was waiting for 
Viktor to come back. | started at every sound, thinking it was 
a gunshot and praying that it wasn't. | didn't know what I'd 
do if the man | was coming to care for got arrested. But | 
didn't know what I'd feel if he shot someone and didn't. 
Would | be able to reconcile that? | knew he'd done bad 
things and | knew that man out there was talking about 
Viktor owing them his life, that he would have hurt me if he 
thought he needed to to get what he wanted. All Viktor was 
doing was keeping me safe, just like he promised he would. 
But could | live with him doing whatever it took to keep me 
that way? 


Inside my bedroom, | forced myself to change my clothes. It 
was the practical thing to do, and | needed to do something 
to calm down. So I peeled off my coat and tossed it onto the 
bed, shivering a little as | stepped out of my wet, clinging 
jeans. 


| wished | had underwear that was a little sexier, but my 
plain white cotton panties and T-shirt bra were all that | had, 
and it hardly mattered now, didn’t it? Viktor was out there 
making sure | was safe and no matter how much | might 
have wanted a do-over of the night before, where | could 
lose myself in his arms, right now it wasn't going to happen. 


| shoved the dirty clothes into the laundry hamper and then 
pulled on the coat again, wrapping it around me like a robe 


while | dug out the warmest clothes | could find and 
contemplated boiling myself in the shower. 


The fur, at least, made me feel a little more glamorous and 
cozy. | breathed in deep, because the smell reminded me of 
Viktor bundling me up and keeping me safe, the way he'd 
done ever since | got here. 


Maybe the coat was even a little sexy. | could be like one of 
those pin-up girls, all sultry stares and big pouts and fur and 
soft lighting. Better to think that I'd come up here to wait for 
him, to seduce him, rather than count the minutes 
wondering whether the worst had happened. 


Taking a breath, | looked around and flipped the main light 
off, turning on the lamps instead, and | lay back on the bed, 
feeling self-conscious as | tried out a boudoir pose, lying on 
my side and letting the coat fall open to reveal the long 
length of my bare thigh. | could pretend. 


It wasn't perfect, by any means, but it was a good enough 
distraction and despite all my worries, | could feel myself 
getting aroused thinking about the passion he'd poured into 
that kiss back in the park and the way he'd begged me not 
to tease him in the car. 


My whole body tensed with anticipation at the sound of 
footfalls in the corridor and a sudden knot of dread 
tightened my stomach as a solid knock on the door jerked 
me out of my fantasies. | froze, painfully aware of the rise 
and fall of my chest and the soft hush of my breathing in the 
silence of the room. If it wasn't Viktor on the other side, 
there was only so long before whoever it was came in 
anyway. 


"Destiny, open the door." 


Relief flooded through me in a solid wave at the sound of his 
voice and I scrabbled off the bed, hurrying to answer it, 
reaching for the small gold crucifix at my neck, touching it 


in thanks for keeping Viktor safe, but also to help guide me. 
Below my breath, | said a silent prayer that | was doing the 
right thing. But I already knew that | was. How could 
anything that felt so right ever be wrong? 


Viktor's eyes met mine when | opened the door, but they 
didn't stay there long. He looked me over, letting his gaze 
linger and caress along my body, drinking in the sight of me 
like | was quenching his thirst, and his close attention only 
intensified my attraction to him. My whole body sagged in 
relief as | took in the sight of him. He seemed calm, there 
was no blood, no bruising, no sign of a struggle. 


"What happened? Actually, don't even tell me. | don't want 
to know." 


Before he could get another word out, | stepped forward and 
leaned up, tugging his face down to mine, kissing him 
fiercely. Whatever else happened, he needed to know that | 
wanted him. Maybe this was rash and crazy, but it felt right. 
| wanted Viktor and maybe it was time | started getting what 
| wanted instead of worrying about the consequences all the 
time and overthinking my responsibilities. That man could 
have done anything to me. He could have done anything to 
Viktor. And then I'd never get the chance to find out what | 
wanted. 


The only thing | knew for sure was that when I had my hands 
curled into the folds of his sweater, they weren't shaking any 
more, and when he kissed me back, it was the only thing in 
the world | needed. 


| stepped back dizzily, clearing my throat and sweeping my 
hair behind my ear, suddenly more nervous than | wanted to 
be. "Privyet." Apparently now was the time | wanted to show 
off my limited command of his native language. The only 
thing | could think to say was hello. 


Viktor's smile warmed his face despite the absurdity of it. 
"Privyet." 


And then he kissed me again, and | forgot how to speak in 
any language at all. His hands were everywhere all at once, 
Sliding inside the coat and smoothing over my skin on a 
deep groan that flushed heat right through me. He was 
muttering nothings in Russian and | had no idea what he 
was saying, but it sounded hot and dirty and gorgeous and | 
think | was falling in love with the sound of his voice. 


| tugged him inside the room, desperate for more and the 
door fell closed behind him. Before | knew what had 
happened, he'd lifted me up and my thighs clenched 
instinctively around his sides as | clung onto his neck. 


Viktor walked me back towards the bed, tossing me down on 
top of the sheets before | could protest. | let out a squeak 
that | hadn't realized came from me until | was lying there 
breathless, with the fur coat splayed open, showing him just 
how little | was wearing beneath it, just looking up at him. 


He was immense, and as he stripped off his sweater | was 
starting to realize just how immense that was. 


The tattoos that I'd only seen glimpses of became visible all 
of a sudden as he stripped his shirt off, baring his chest, and 
my nipples tensed sharply with a near physical wave of 
arousal at the sight of him. 


He had so many individual designs, but the boldest were 
down his arms and across his torso. He had something 
written in Cyrillic arcing from hip to hip, a sickle and star on 
his shoulder blade, a skeleton pattern chasing its way down 
his right arm, and a Russian Orthodox cross, with two 
parallel cross beams and a third below them going off at a 
slant. | wanted to trace the path of them with my tongue 
and taste his skin, and learn every ridge and swell of muscle 
on him. 


He wrestled with the fly of his pants, and pulled at the 
buckle of his belt until it all came free and | drew ina 
startled gasp as he shucked them, leaving him in boxers 
that did nothing to contain the beast of his cock. It strained 
towards me, like it knew exactly where it wanted to be, and | 
didn't know for the life of me how I was going to fit it inside 
me, but | was damn well going to try. 


| scooted up towards the head of the bed, second-guessing 
myself. What was | doing acting like this? This wasn't me! | 
didn't have a clue. 


"Destiny?" Viktor climbed onto the bed on all fours, making 
his way toward me with the fluid prowl of a deadly predator. 
His hand circled my ankle and he pulled me back down the 
bed until | was under him and he was looming over me. 
“Don't change your mind. This is your last chance." 


| swallowed hard, staring up into his eyes, so very aware of 
the heat of his body above mine, aggravating inches away, 
hovering just out of contact. | could feel the pull of his body 
on mine, and | groaned, writhing beneath him despite 
myself. "Viktor, please. | want this. | want you." 


"You are sure?" 


| bit my lip and pushed all the doubts | had right out of my 
head. "Definitely. Take me, Viktor. | want you to be my first." 


| hadn't meant to say that, but it was too late to take it back. 


| swear the color of his eyes changed - the blue going 
deeper, darker, more intense as my words rang about the 
otherwise silent bedroom. Then he ducked down to kiss me, 
his hands sliding me out of my coat and cupping my breasts 
fiercely, and his lips and teeth ravaging over my neck as he 
trailed a path down my body. Every inch of me was 
incandescent, set on fire beneath the path his mouth took, 
teeth grazing over my skin with enough force | knew he 


could break the skin if he chose to, but that he wasn't even 
leaving a mark. 


And | wanted him to. | wanted him to brand me as his for 
everyone to see. 


All | could do was let him do what he would. Every graze of 
his teeth made me cry out, but not with pain. | was the most 
aroused I'd ever been in my life and | was breathing hard, 
Impatient for whatever he would give me, eager for it all. 


He pushed my knees apart, driving his hand between my 
legs and grinding skillful fingers down against my clit while 
his tongue circled my nipple through the fabric of my bra. | 
didn't think they could get any harder, but | was wrong and | 
gasped as his fingers slid underneath the cup and he 
pinched at my nipple, drawing sensation through me sharp 
and sudden enough to make me groan. 


When he pulled back to removed my bra and blew cold air 
against my breasts, | nearly died. | felt like a thousand 
different nerve endings, all of them raw and twitching and 
he knew exactly how to play me. My hips shifted needily 
against his hand, desperate for more friction and he let me 
grind myself against his palm until | was dripping and eager 
for him. | ached to have him inside me in a way that was 
entirely unfamiliar but impossible to ignore, but Viktor just 
kept working me with his clever, clever fingers, merciless in 
his assault on my senses. 


| arched up off the sheets, groaning more deeply as his 
kisses trailed down my rib cage and before | could catch my 
breath his tongue slipped right inside me, and my eyes 
rolled so far back in my head | thought I'd gone blind. 


"Ohh - ohmyGod." 


He had a tongue like a lizard and he knew exactly what he 
was doing. Right when | thought I couldn't take any more, 
he dove in deeper, with the strong, writhing muscle, still 


teasing at my clit with his finger and thumb until my whole 
body was tingling and weak. | could hear myself begging 
him for more but it felt like some kind of out of body 
experience. | could feel myself losing it on the bed, with him 
bent over me, and | couldn't do a thing to stop myself. | 
didn't want to. 


| came hard against his mouth and my orgasm wrecked 
through me in long waves that | thought would never leave 
me. Viktor was right there, coaxing me on and while | was 
still lying there on the bed, barely back to myself, he guided 
my hand down to wrap around his throbbing cock. 


| could barely make my fingers meet around him, and | knew 
| was going to be in so much trouble, but | could hardly turn 
him away now. His was the first cock I'd ever touched and | 
loved the hard, steely feel of him. Perfectly smooth and 
warm and vital and ready to hammer right into me. 


"Take me," | whispered, leaning up to snatch a kiss against 
his ear and to run the fingers of my free hand over the lines 
of his tattoos, determined to ignore the tremor of 
nervousness that swept through me. | loved the muscle of 
him and the way he tensed them under my touch like he 
wanted to show off for me, or maybe just needed to hold 
himself still and steady to keep in control. That was all | 
needed to focus on. | already knew he could send me to 
heaven with just his tongue. The rest of him had to be just 
as good, or even better. 


"You are a virgin?" 
| blushed hot and fierce, suddenly awkward under his 
questioning. "Yes." 


Viktor groaned, and the low growl in his voice sounded 
anything but displeased. "You are perfect. Destiny. My 
Destiny. | will make you mine. You think that you can handle 
it?" 


"Yes. | don't care if it hurts, Viktor. | need you. | want you and 
no one else." Maybe it was all heat of the moment, but it 
didn't feel like it. The connection | felt with this man was 
undeniable and | didn't want to deny it any longer. | never 
wanted to look back and wonder what might have happened 
and | couldn't wait a day longer to find out. We had to be 
together, | decided that right then and there. No one else 
could make me feel protected the way he did. No one else 
had ever tried. 


| had no condoms, but | didn't care. | wasn't thinking. It 
didn't matter. He was going to be mine and that was what 
both of us wanted. Nothing else was of any consequence at 
all. 


Viktor closed his hand around mine, tightening my grip 
around his impossibly hard cock and stroking along his 
length, up and down for a few strokes. "Harder. You won't 
break me. | show you. Everything will be fine." 


| nodded, happy to do exactly as he said, awed by the 
control he gave me. "Show me what to do." 


"You do what feels right." 


With anyone else I'd have felt self-conscious, worried about 
whether | was doing the right thing, but every time | 
touched Viktor he let out soft sounds of pleasure that told 
me whatever | wanted to do to him was fine. More than fine. 
He loved it, and I couldn't get enough. 


Before | could even think he’d ripped my panties off me and 
scooped my knee up, slinging my leg up over his broad 
shoulder, pinning me there against the mattress so that | 
could barely move without his say so, and his grin widened 
out. "Stay here. Lie back. | will make it good for you." 


CHAPTER 16 


Viktor 


Just when I thought Destiny couldn't get any sexier, she 
went and told me she wanted me to be her first. The idea 
that no other man had touched her primed the animal side 
of me, she needed to be mine and mine alone. No one apart 
from me would ever have her, and I was going to make that 
happen here and now. | thought | couldn't want her any 
more than | did, but | was wrong. 


| was going to claim her and make her mine, and we would 
be together forever. It was all | wanted in the world. More 
than working for the Bratva, more than climbing the ranks, 
being with her was what I had been put on this earth for. | 
was harder than I'd ever been in my life and it was all for 
her. My cock dripped with excitement and | had to school my 
breathing because it wasn't going to take much from her to 
have me spilling over, shooting my seed into her, right 
where it belonged. 


Where she'd looked at me with wariness the day before, 
today her eyes were filled with trust, even when they 
ghosted over the many tattoos | had inked on my body. | 
knew she knew what they meant, and maybe later I'd 
explain them to her, but then again, maybe not. All my life 
I'd been proud of what each one meant, and how others saw 
them, but Destiny wasn't from the same world. | knew she 
wouldn't be impressed to learn about my first kill, my first 
stint in jail. The time I'd been stabbed, or shot. The time I'd 
stood up for myself and my cellmates against the guards. 
None of that would be worthy of respect in her eyes. 


But right now, when I was towering above her and she was 
pliant beneath me on the sheets, begging for me to join us 
together and put my cock inside her, | didn't have to think 
about any of that at all. 


Her breathing hitched as | lined my hot, leaking cock head 
against her tight entrance, knowing | was going to be the 
first one to ever breach her. And if | had my way, no one else 
was ever going to follow in my path. Her body was mine, and 
mine was hers. There was no room for anybody else and 
there never would be. 


"Trust me, Destiny." 


She let out the breath she was holding, nodding gently and | 
eased into her dripping pussy, pushing against the 
resistance of her hymen. | felt her body tense, and teased 
my fingers harder over the swollen bud of her clit until | felt 
the tension in her shift and her heel dig into my back like 
she was trying to pull me in closer. 


Her neck arched back, pressing the rounded part of her skull 
against the sheets and the moan she let out went right 
through me. I'd never heard anything more arousing in my 
entire life. 


"Oh God Viktor. Harder. Fill me up." 


Her skin was flushed and it glistened with a dewy sheen that 
made her look all the more perfect. | shifted again, pushing 
into her with more force, and her hips tipped back, damn 
near bending my cock in half, making me shout out with 
pained pleasure of my own, and pin her down and thrust in 
harder. 


| must have broken my way inside of her, but her trembling 
thighs were pulling me in closer and her hips bucked to 
meet mine, just as keen to have me as | was to be inside her. 
She shuddered deeply with each slow thrust | took, inching 
my way into her, and drawing out so she could feel the full 


length of me, and the way my broad cock spread her wide. 
Her nails dug into my shoulders, and | felt her teeth bury 
into my pec, but I didn't stop. There was no way that | could 
have. 


"Viktor." 


She was breathless and desperately seeking my lips, and 
there wasn't anything in the world | wouldn't have given her. 
| was made to please her, made to make her mine, and after 
this, there was no going back. | kissed her hard, devouring 
her mouth with mine, plunging my tongue into her mouth 
and fucking her with it, just like | was fucking her with the 
rest of my body, and her tongue wound around mine, 
drawing me in more deeply. 


"You are beautiful," | told her, breathless and gruff when | 
finally eased back. Like a gentleman, | bore my weight on 
my arms, making sure | wasn't crushing her beneath me as | 
found a rhythm with each strong thrust. And the angle was 
perfect to piston deep into her. 


Her entire body jolted when | pounded our hips together, 
flushing her skin deeper red with every jolt. Her mouth fell 
open, as though she couldn't catch her breath and she was 
powerless to keep it closed and her eyes turned hazy with 
lust as she let me ravage her. 


Her hands smoothed over my chest like she was marveling 
at my body, making me feel like some kind of deity and | 
tensed each muscle in turn, letting her enjoy the feel of 
them, making her grin and drag her teeth over her lip, 
barely managing to stop the stunted little moans from 
making their way out of her throat. 


“Don't stop yourself. | want to hear you." 


She let out a satisfied hum, and | pushed into her again, 
hard and fast, driving into her deep enough to bottom out 
against the right spot deep inside her to make her face 


slacken and the sounds she was making turn animal and 
heated. 


"Oh God. How does that feel so good?" 


“Because you are made for me," | told her, more and more 
certain of that fact. Nothing had ever felt so good. No one 
had ever touched me and made me feel half as much, but 
with just the touch of her fingertips, Destiny woke my whole 
body up, pulsing life right through me. 


| fucked her harder and harder, and she clung tighter, 
drawing me in as close as | could get with her moans getting 
louder and louder, her voice more desperate. With every 
thrust, she writhed more and more out of control, her voice 
ratcheting louder until she was begging me for more and | 
kept right on going, Knowing | was lined up right where | 
needed to be and knowing | was racing myself as much as | 
was driving her mad. Inside her perfect tight walls, | was 
rapidly losing control, and | wanted to tip her over the edge 
again, to make her come harder than she'd ever come in her 
life with my cock buried deep inside her, hard up against her 
g-spot, right where | could make her see stars. | wanted her 
to be a moaning mess of a woman before | drenched her 
walls with everything I'd been holding onto deep inside my 
balls. 


Racing towards the edge, it came on me suddenly, taking 
me by surprise when suddenly she tensed, arching sharply 
in a spasm of sheer pleasure that rolled visibly through her. 
Her entire body tensed tight around me her walls pulsing 
around my cock, squeezing in a fluttering rhythm that | 
couldn't deny. My balls pulled up tight and | spilled into her 
on a groan, shooting long and hard and deep inside her with 
a force I'd never before known. 


She pulled my mouth to hers before | caught my breath, and 
| eased down on top of her, kissing her long and slow and 
lazily, still breathless, still desperate, because | never 


wanted to pull away. Her lips were perfect, just like the rest 
of her was, and | was never going to get enough for as long 
as | lived. 


| rolled off her and Destiny snuggled against my side, 
settling her head against my shoulder with a deeply 
satisfied sigh. For the first time in my life I felt like | was in 
exactly the right place and a smile pulled onto my face. This 
woman was going to change me. | didn't have to see that in 
my future, it had already started. 


An hour or so later we tumbled into the shower together and 
| took great pleasure in learning every inch of Destiny's body 
when it was slick with water and soap suds. She had a glow 
about her for the rest of the afternoon and evening as we 
went about our jobs, circling around each other. It turned 
into a personal challenge to see just how long | could let her 
fuss with Alexei and continue with her duties without 
pinning her to the wall for another kiss. 


If | had my way, | would have taken her to bed with me 
again, but after dinner, she took Alexei up to put him down 
to sleep, and then came down to say her good nights to me 
as well. 


She barely smothered her yawn with the back of her hand, 
and | leaned in to tuck a strand of her hair behind her ear. 


“Look how tired you are. | have to speak with Maxim when 
he comes in. I think that they will be back quite late." 


She nodded, blinking sleepily. 


| could see she was wary about them catching us together, 
although privately | doubted that they would truly care. | 
could understand that for Destiny, her reputation was 
important, and being caught in bed with me might bea 
problem. 


I'd have to make her see that there were only good things to 
be had by being with me. 


"I'll see you in the morning, then?" She looked beautifully 
coy, standing at the foot of the stairs like she was looking for 
an excuse to stay with me, or perhaps just waiting for an 
order so that she could forget all of her supposed-to's and 
take what she really wanted. | leaned in to kiss her, and she 
let out a soft, pliant moan, arching in towards my body as 
my lips touched hers and my hand found the small of her 
back. 


She was breathless when she pulled back and her cheeks 
were flushed with arousal, skittering up the steps like she 
didn't trust herself to stand close to me any longer. 
"Goodnight Viktor." 


| couldn't help but grin. It wasn't so often that any woman 

acted as though | had some kind of magnetic field around 

me. | felt exactly the same way about Destiny, and staying 
at the bottom of the stairs as | watched her hips sway from 
side to side on every step took all the self-control | had. 


On the top of the landing she looked down at me, over her 
shoulder and bit her lip before she hurried away with an 
almost embarrassed little wave. | didn't know how to read 
that at all. 


CHAPTER 17 


Destiny 


Up in my bedroom, | sat on my bed and opened my laptop, 
waiting for the screen to boot up before | connected to the 
Internet with the Wi-Fi code that Elizabeth had given me in 
the morning. 


So much had happened since I'd arrived and the only person 
| wanted to talk about it all with was hundreds of miles 
away, back in Miami. 


As I'd hoped she would be, Chloe was online when | logged 
into Skype and | breathed a sigh of relief as | hit the video 
call button. 


Despite the time difference, she picked up nearly 
immediately. | recognized the inside of their penthouse 
apartment by the gleaming glass in the kitchen. 


“Hey! How are you doing? | was just thinking about you!" It 
looked like she was making a sandwich and behind her, 
Roman's two dogs were circling looking for crumbs. 


"Yeah?" 


"Wow - is that your bedroom? It looks like something out of a 
museum." 


"I know, right? | keep thinking I'm going to break something. 
It's beautiful though." 


"What time is it there anyway?" 


| looked at my watch. "About nine-ish. Hey, Chloe. You were 
right." 


"About that Viktor guy?" 


"Yeah y 


"I knew it. Didn't I tell you. | know you better than you know 
yourself." 


| snorted a laugh. "I don't think that's strictly true." 
"Yeah yeah, whatever. So..? What happened?" 


| snagged my lower lip with my teeth, feeling my blush rise 
across my cheeks again and | was very glad that I'd switched 
the main light off and the glow from the lamps wasn't all 
that strong. 


"Um. He sort of kissed me. Last night. And then | sort of 
kissed him. And..." | wrinkled my nose, looking away from 
the screen. 


"Oh my God, did you do it? You did, didn't you? | can tell! 
You're like... glowing!" 


| pressed my lips together, suddenly feeling like maybe it 
wasn't the best idea in the world to tell my best friend. "I am 
not." 


"You so are. Destiny, this is awesome." 


“Because | finally lost my virginity?" | was putting words in 
her mouth and | knew it, but ever since she'd met Roman it 
felt like my best friend had been leaving me in the dust. But 
that wasn't the reason I'd given myself to Viktor and if she 
thought that it was about that, then she was so, so wrong. 


"What? Desta! No, come on. I know you wouldn't give it up 
to just anyone. This guy though... | swear I've never seen 
you get like this over anyone. And he's Russian, so he's got 
to be amazing. Not that Roman has biased me or anything." 


| let out a laugh, shaking my head at her and letting go of 
some of my embarrassment. "He is pretty special. | can't 
believe what he did to me this afternoon." 


"That good, huh?" 


"You have no idea." 


Chloe let out a bark of laughter. "That's great. I'm really 
pleased for you. Keep me posted okay. And send mea 
picture! | wanna see this guy! We'll talk soon, yeah?" 


"Yeah. Catch you later, Chloe." 


Viktor 


| waited up in the kitchen for the Toropovs to come home, 
distracting myself with a deck of cards, one ear always set 
on listening for the door. When | heard it, | watched their 
arrival before | came out into the hall. 


Elizabeth's eyes flashed wide with surprise and curiosity and 
she took her time taking her coat and hat and gloves off, 
watching me with interest. Some time during the day, they 
had both changed clothes and they looked like they had just 
come in from the opera or the ballet, but even if that was 
where they had been, | Knew better than to think that they 
hadn't been working. 


This was where the Bratva differed from the type of 
criminality | knew, they learned to do their business out in 
the open, and to make it gleam with legitimacy and class. 


"Viktor. How can we help you?" Maxim asked. 


"A man came to the house today. He made Destiny quite 
frightened." 


Maxim nodded. "Elizabeth, you head on up. I'll be up 
Shortly." 


She titled her head and let out a sigh, stepping out of her 
heels and picking them up by the stiletto heels. "Alright. But 
don't think you're leaving me out of the loop on this." 


"When have I ever done that darling?" 


Coming close to her husband, she leaned up on her tiptoes 
to kiss him with an indulgent grin and | kept my eyes firmly 
averted until | was sure they had pulled away from each 
other, and I heard her footsteps on the stairs. Whether or not 
they wanted me to be here, | knew that | was in their home 
and | could afford to extend them at least the illusion of 
privacy. | was glad in some ways that | would never climb as 
high as they had. My face would never fit in all of the places 
that their work required them to go. Mine was a more old 
fashioned brand of muscle and while it meant that | would 
never expect to have such a lavish home or expense 
account, it also meant that when | had a home of my own, | 
wasn't going to need to have a constant guard. My 
reputation would do that work for me, and | could keep my 
private life to myself. 


Maxim waited until Elizabeth was out of sight, and then 
beckoned me through to the lounge where he poured a 
couple of glasses of brandy and handed one over to me. 


| watched him swirl the amber liquid, warming it in the bowl 
of the thin glass with the palm of his hand. | didn't even try 
to do the same, just knocked it back in one go. Maxim let out 
a muted laugh and held his glass up in a silent toast before 
he did the same. | didn't care how expensive it was, or what 
it was supposed to taste like, liquor was liquor and in my 
book there was only one way to drink it. The Russian way. 


"Tell me what happened." 


Maxim's expression turned dark and serious as | recounted 
what Destiny had told me about the man at the gate. | had 
every suspicion about who he was, and the threat implied by 
his approach was more than clear. As | spoke, Maxim crossed 
the room to peer out of the curtains, as though by looking 
out there, he'd be able to see what had happened here while 
he was out. 


When I was done, he turned back into the room and strode 
back to the sideboard to pour another glass for both of us. 


"They think they can intimidate us." 
"It seems that way." 


"Well that won't do at all. | think it's time you told me 
everything you know about the workings of the St 
Petersburg underworld, Viktor. I'm getting tired of these silly 
games. They need to know just how serious we are about 
taking over, and that it's not just business meetings we're 
prepared to have." 


| nodded, watching as he picked up an ornate set of 
Matryoshka stacking dolls and wandered back over to the 
window. This was what I'd been prepared for. It was what | 
had expected when I'd walked up to this house, hoping to 
find a way in, and | couldn't wait to help set the city on fire. 


He set the largest of the dolls in the center of the windowsill, 
where it would be fully visible from the gate. "I think that it 
would be wise to have a signal. Our Babushka here will tell 
us everything is just fine, and when she's not sitting looking 
out at the garden, we will know that not all is how it should 
be." 


| nodded. "I think that is a good idea." A basic signal system 
was a perfect early warning, in case one was needed and the 
way that things were going, | could see how necessary it 
might become. 


"Now. Tell me all about Pavelenko's little setup. Where can 
we hurt him the most?" 


"He has all kinds of important people in his pocket. You can't 
hurt them. The police are on their side. My sister's husband 
works in government and even he is on their payroll. You'd 
have to get their loyalty to make any change in this city. It's 
not as simple as taking out a few men at the docks. | think 


this is too big for just the two of you. | don't know that it will 
even be possible at all." 


"Oh come now. Nearly everything is possible." 


"When you are a single man with nothing to lose, perhaps 
that is true. But when you have family... | think it is 
different." 


Maxim looked down at his glass, sobered at least for a 
minute. "You're a very wise man, Viktor." He took another 
swig, and | thought he was going to let it go, patting my 
shoulder as he walked past me, back to the sideboard. But 
then he paused. "Your sister's husband, you say?" 


| let out a short-tempered exhale. "He will not speak to you 
unless you have a great deal of money to offer him. His is 
the kind of loyalty that follows the highest paycheck. | would 
not waste your time." 


Maxim grinned. "I know exactly the type of man you mean. 
Ah well. We'll have to see what can be done. Now, you were 
telling me about the rest of his set up...?" 


"Listen to me, Maxim. You don't stand a chance taking down 
his operations like this is some kind of hit. It is not. There are 
too many men involved. You cannot vanish them all. He runs 
so many things from the docks. There are too many people. 
You and Elizabeth cannot possibly take them all out. You will 
be corpses before you even get off a round." 


"Oh so it is all run from the docks. We suspected as much. 
How very interesting. You're absolutely right. If we got 
control of them, we'd have the city." 


"That is not what | said, Maxim. You are not listening to me." 


"Of course | am, man. You're telling me to be careful, and | 
am telling you not to worry." 


| shook my head, irritated that he seemed to be so intent on 
gambling with not only his life but the lives of his family, 


and very likely Destiny's life too. 
"You're insane. Trust me, you need to find another way." 


CHAPTER 18 


Destiny 


Lying in bed in the middle of the night all alone, staring up 
at the ceiling, | couldn't help but wonder whether Viktor was 
thinking about me in his little bed in his downstairs room, 
next to the shared kitchen. 


| couldn't get him out of my head and | didn't want to. 


A few hours ago, he'd taken my virginity, made a real 
woman out of me, and now everything | thought I'd known 
seemed different. | had no idea how | was supposed to carry 
on without him always by my side. | missed him next to me, 
even though we'd never spent the night together in our 
lives. Suddenly my room felt cavernous and lonely, and the 
bed | was in seemed huge without him taking up his side. 


| closed my eyes and turned over, trying to get comfortable 
enough to lull myself back to sleep, but my thoughts kept 
drifting back to him, and my clit was swollen and tingling at 
the memory of his touch. His seed was still inside me, 
making me slick and tinging me with the scent of sex and 
his body, and | knew | wanted him again and again. 


What had gotten into me? How could | have gone from virgin 
to sex-obsessed in less than twenty-four hours? The answer 
was simple, Viktor was to blame. And now | was hot all over, 
frantic because | was away from him for more than a few 
hours. 


| must have gone crazy. That was the only explanation. 


| turned over again, punching at my pillow to try to soften it, 
but it was no use. The bed wasn't the problem. Viktor not 


being in it was. The rest of the evening we'd been circling 
around each other, and I'd hoped that he would come up to 
find me once the rest of the house went to bed. 


But Maxim and Elizabeth had come in late, and | was 
starting to think that Viktor had just fallen asleep. | 
shouldn't have been disappointed and | knew it was 
childish, but | found myself wondering whether Viktor really 
wanted me as much as I wanted him. 


And there was only one way to find that out for certain. 


With a short exhale, | bolted upright and swung my legs out 
of bed. In just my nightie, | padded across to the door, 
picking up the baby monitor as | went, and | grabbed a robe 
off the back of the door to wrap around me. 


Against my better judgment, | opened my bedroom door and 
snuck all the way down the dark corridor to the top of the 
staircase. | hesitated a moment at the top before | made my 
decision, and then hurried down the steps, trying not to 
linger too long. The place was beautiful in the daylight, but 
at night the long shadows, unfamiliar noises and dark 
corners gave me the willies. 


Downstairs in the staff area, where everything was much 
more modern lines and utilitarian fixtures, | felt more at 
home. Things were smaller scale and | could stomach less 
grandeur in favor of a little more intimacy. 


Intimacy was exactly what | was after. And | knew exactly 
the Russian to give it to me. 


Viktor had shown me which room was his when he'd given 
me the brief tour of this part of the building, but | hadn't 
been inside. Now, | turned the door handle and opened it a 
crack, just enough to make out Viktor's unmistakable 
silhouette crammed into a small bed. For a moment | didn't 
think he was awake, and then | saw the glint of his eyes on 
me in the dark. 


"What are you doing here?" 


| touched a finger to my lips to hush him, and closed the 
door behind me as | stepped into the room. The robe fell 
from my shoulders to the floor as | came towards the bed, 
and | bent down to kiss him softly as | folded myself into his 
arms and he lifted the covers to welcome me in. 


"| wanted to see you. | couldn't sleep." 


He let out a soft hum that | felt rumble all the way through 
me and he shifted onto his side to make room for me on the 
narrow bed, his arms wrapping me up tight against him. 
Instantly, | felt the tiredness I'd been lacking wash over me, 
knowing that nothing at all could touch me when he had me 
in his arms. 


"Hush. You sleep now." 


Those words were all it took to let me drift off, because | was 
right where | was supposed to be. 


Viktor 


| could still barely believe that I'd woken up with Destiny 
curled tight against my chest. It felt like | was in a dream, 
only | didn't plan on waking up any time soon. 


She was beautiful with her hair gently messy and her eyes 
bleary with sleep and I kissed her gently, humming with 
satisfaction as she returned it with equal enthusiasm. Then 
all of a sudden, she pulled away on a gasp, tumbling out of 
bed and pulling the robe she'd wandered downstairs in 
around her shoulders. 


"What time is it? | need to go back up before the whole 
house starts getting up." 


| let out a laugh, lying back against the pillows, smiling 
indulgently at her. "Relax, Alexei is still asleep. Listen." 


The baby monitor had been quiet all night and Destiny 
squinted at it suspiciously. "I should go check all the same." 


"Okay. | will see you at breakfast. | have some things to do 
first thing. And then I think you should come with me. I will 
take you to explore the city some more." 


She paused in the doorway, looking back at me with a smile 
of her own. "Yeah?" 


"I think you will enjoy seeing it with me. | will be your tour 
guide as well as your bodyguard, yes?" 


"Okay. That sounds real nice. Thanks Viktor. I'd like that." 


Nearly two hours later, | set the little gift bag down on the 
breakfast table, next to Destiny's plate and she looked up at 
me, a smile curving the suspicious frown on her face. 


"What's this?" 


Today she was eating with me in the kitchen rather than the 
fancy dining room and | knew that had more to do with her 
feeling comfortable here than just that the Toropovs were 
out. Yesterday, she would have chosen the dining room. 
Today was so very different. 


Alexei was in his highchair, making a mess with the food she 
had given him and looking very gleeful about it. And | felt 
like | could have broken out into song. 

"Open and you will see." 


She rolled her eyes prettily and pulled the bag towards her, 
taking out the SIM card | got from the most legitimate phone 
shop | knew. It was a reward in itself to watch her smile open 
up, warming her face through. 


"Oh wow. You didn't have to do this. Thank you!" 


My eyes glinted with good humor and | shrugged. "Perhaps 
now | can have my phone back." 


She let out a short little giggle, covering her mouth over 
with her hand. "Oops. Why didn't you say something?" 


| let out a non-committal kind of grunt. "I have no one to 
call. Is not a big deal." 


Her eyes lingered on me as she left the kitchen when she 
came back minutes later she slipped my cell phone across 
the breakfast table towards me, and took out her own, 
already popping the case off and pulling out the battery so 
that she could slot the SIM in. 


"Well now you have me to call. | need to put your number in 
here so | can get a hold of you to come rescue me if me and 
Alexei ever get ourselves in trouble." 


"That won't happen. I'm not letting you out of my sight." 


She let out a sigh and shook her head. "Well, whatever. 
You're getting my number anyway, and I'm putting yours in 
my phone too, so deal with it." 


My lips hitched into a thin smile. | liked her way of doing 
things, the fact that she didn't take no for an answer, at 
least not when the objections | was throwing up were foolish. 
| didn't even know why I was putting them out. I'd got her 
that SIM precisely so that | could always get a hold of her. 
And maybe also to help her settle in. It must have been 
lonely for her to leave all of her friends behind to come here, 
and then discover that she couldn't even talk to them easily. 


"Have you always been so bossy?" 


Her cheeks flushed and she looked up to catch my eye. "I 
guess so. You'd have to ask Chloe. | wouldn't have built my 
own business if | didn't know what | wanted." 


| nodded. "I know. | hear that you are a very impressive 
lady." 


She bit her lower lip and picked up her mug, nursing it 
between her hands for a moment. "Are you? Impressed, | 


mean." 


"Undoubtedly. To have your own business so young, it is very 
impressive." 


Her smile widened, making her eyes glint and | was glad to 
have made her glow with pride in her own achievements. 
"That's sweet. But I'm not all that young, you know." 


| laughed, | couldn't help myself. | felt like a battle worn tiger 
when I stood next to her. | knew from her resume that she 
was in her very early twenties, and that part of my life was a 
hazy memory. "You are a lot younger than me. In more than 
just years, I think." 


That smile of hers dwindled and she prodded at the last of 
her toast on her breakfast plate, looking a little put out. 


"It is a good thing," | reassured her, or hoped | did. "You 
don't see problems, only the path to get what you want." 


"Oh that's not true at all. | just always have a plan for 
everything. That way, | don't have to get stressed about 
anything." She shrugged, her smile rising up at the corner. 
"Well, usually | do. Coming here was kind of... spontaneous. 
Otherwise | would have had my cell coverage sorted before | 
even touched down." 


"Perhaps it is a good thing. If you had everything already 
sorted, there would be no need for you to speak to me." 

Her cheeks colored again, and | felt a little guilty for pushing 
her, but it was difficult not to when her skin took on such 
alluring tones. "That's not true." 


"No?" | loved being able to embarrass her just enough to 
flush her cheeks. It made me remember the way her whole 
face flamed when | kissed her. 


ul No." 


The Toropovs either had already left, or weren't yet awake. 
Later | would have to confirm which, but for now | was 


pleased to be able to enjoy Destiny's company 
uninterrupted. 


If things kicked off the way | thought they were going to 
then there wouldn't be so many chances to enjoy leisure 
time together. Not until all the dust had settled at any rate. | 
was going to enjoy whatever time with her | had in the 
meantime, and be as greedy as | could about it. 


| was beginning to see why the Toropovs had flown her all 
the way out here. She really was one of a kind, and totally 
irreplaceable. 


CHAPTER 19 


Destiny 


Nearly a month since | arrived, and it was beginning to feel 
like the most natural thing in the world to stroll along the 
banks of the frozen Neva with Viktor by my side, pushing 
Alexei in his stroller, like we were a little family, rather than 
two people in the employment of Alexei's parents. Two 
people who couldn't keep their hands off each other. If | was 
honest with myself, | was enjoying the little holiday from my 
usual reality way too much. But I saw no reason to burst my 
own bubble. Not just yet. 


As long as | was with Viktor, | felt safe from whatever the 
dangers in St Petersburg might have been to anyone 
associated with the Moscow Bratva, and | was enjoying 
being shown all the sites by a native. The sex was better 
than | ever could have imagined too. 


| hardly saw Elizabeth or Maxim, they were out at all hours, 
which | assumed meant they were the reason there had been 
no further disturbances from any hostile figures. There had 
been no threats, no gunshots, no car chases and all of the 
drama that had come in the few days surrounding my arrival 
felt like a dream. 


| was finally starting to feel like | might fit in here. With 
Viktor, | never felt out of place. He had a way of looking at 
me, and leaning in to show me something amazing that | 
hadn't even noticed that made me feel like there was 
nowhere else I'd rather be than right by his side. 


We were getting closer and closer to Christmas, and I'd been 
sad about the prospect of celebrating away from my family. 


Missing Thanksgiving had been so strange, and even though 
Elizabeth and Maxim had made an effort to ask the cook for 
turkey and pumpkin pie, it really wasn't the same. And 
being Russian and British, | really don't think they 
understood. 


I'd had to make do with a long Skype conversation with 
Chloe and Roman to make up for my damp squib of a day 
and | was really hoping that Christmas wasn't going to follow 
Suit. 


As usual, there was a line of horses and carriages waiting 
along the side of the road by the riverbank. With a big grin 
on his face, Viktor stopped and started negotiating with one 
of the drivers in Russian that was too fast for me to follow. 


There seemed to be a bit of an argument, but Viktor stepped 
up onto the footplate and loomed in close enough to grab 
the guy by the lapels. 


"Viktor, what are you doing?" 


He looked back at me and let the man go, with another short 
exchange. The driver's eyes settled on me and then went 
back to Viktor and he nodded far faster than looked natural. 
Viktor stepped back down into the snow and held his hand 
out to me, with a nod towards the carriage steps. 


"Come. We go for a Carriage ride." 

"What about Alexei?" 

Viktor looked at me like I'd gone mad. "He will come with 
us." 


Of course he would. What was | thinking? It was just that | 
wasn't convinced his stroller was going to fit in there, or that 
this man really wanted to take us anywhere after being 
forced into it. 


But Viktor forcibly shook the driver's hand and clapped him 
on the shoulder and before | knew it, he was helping me up 


into the back of the carriage, passing Alexei up to me before 
folding down the stroller and climbing up next to me. 


There was a huge fur blanket for us to snuggle under, and 

Viktor slung his arm around my shoulder, drawing me in to 
settle against his chest as the horses started clip-clopping 

their way over the snow and the carriage jolted to life. 


"This is best way to see St Petersburg." 
"Yeah? Have you done this before?" 


“Never. These drivers, they work for Pavelenko. Rip off 
tourists. But with me, you are safe. This man will go where | 
tell him." 


| had to admit, it was a great way to see the sights. The city 
lights were just starting to come on as the darkness fell and 
the large Christmas tree in the square towered over 
everything in a glittering pyramid of lights. And whether or 
not the carriage was just a tourist trap left over from a 
previous era, it was kind of romantic to be tucked in so close. 
| felt like some kind of ice princess, with Viktor as my 
Russian warrior defending me at every turn. 


All the buildings looked all the more spectacular at night, 
floodlit against a dark sky and the bright white of the snow. 
This place was like living in a fairy tale and | didn't think | 
was ever going to get tired of its beauty. 


We came in close to the large multicolored domes that I'd 
seen on every postcard and looked at from afar. 


"Tell me about this place, Viktor? It's so beautiful." 


"It is the Church on Spilled Blood. It is where they killed the 
Tsar. It is a museum now, not really a church." 

I'd seen the cross on his side, inked permanently into his 
skin. "You go to church?" 


The line of his mouth turned tight and thin and his eyes 
stayed traced on the road. "Not as often as | should, 


perhaps, but yes, | go to church." 


"I'd like to go with you one time,” | said softly. "I know 
Russian Orthodox is a bit different, but it's still Christianity, 
right?" 


He looked across at me and nodded shortly. "Da. It is. | will 
take you. We will go." 


For some reason that made my heart clench happily in my 
chest. | liked the idea of sharing in his religion, of seeing 
how compatible we really were. 


I'd heard great things about the mysticism of the Russian 
Church, and racing through the city with the icy wind in my 
face and the snow swirling all around us as we passed the 
twinkling lights of the Christmas markets, and all the ritual 
and costume that seemed to be so important, | could well 
believe that there was a kind of deep power wound into 
everything here that wasn't quite the same as it was in my 
local church back home where the pastor looked most the 
same as anybody else in the congregation. There was a 
darker edge too, the same pulse that | knew went through 
Viktor, back to the kind of characters of legend like Rasputin 
himself. There was plenty here to be in awe of, and plenty 
here that should have made me afraid. But when it came to 
Viktor, | didn't feel that any more. 


| wanted to understand this dark, cold, beautiful place the 
way he did - with all its contrasts and inequalities and 
contradictions. | was coming to learn that Russia was as 
fierce as he was, even when it was dressed up in all its 
finery. Underneath, there was always a deeper, darker story 
to tell and no one really tried to pretend there wasn't. There 
was no shame. Only a sense of pride about what had been 
endured and how hard they had strived to rise to the top. 
And | was starting to think that it was all worthy of 
appreciation. 


Maybe that was just because | was falling for a man who'd 
pulled himself up by his bootstraps and forged himself in a 
life | couldn't even imagine, always pushing for more and 
finding a way to get the life that he knew he deserved, even 
though there were no opportunities in front of him because 
he didn't have the money to grease the right palms. We 
weren't so very different when it came down to it, and | 
knew deep down that he was the kind of man | wanted by 
my side forever. 


CHAPTER 20 


Destiny 


Viktor growled, closing his hand around my throat and the 
pressure of his grip made me purr out a groan. | loved the 
unmistakable power of him. | loved that | could feel him 
squeezing tight enough that he might even mark my skin - 
that | knew he could hurt me, but that he never truly would. 


"Harder," | rasped, arousal flaring with his display of 
strength. He wasn't angry and | wasn't afraid. He was 
enjoying this just like | was, and | loved that he trusted me 
enough now to do this, just like | trusted him. Whatever I'd 
told myself about what | should or shouldn't want, | wanted 
this and in the time I'd spent with Viktor, I'd learnt about 
that side of myself more than | thought | ever would. 


More than any logic telling me that it was mad to want him 
to push me to the edge of what was safe, | wanted his hand 
around my neck until | felt entirely trapped and | knew | was 
at his mercy. 


There was no other man in the whole world who | would trust 
to do that. 


Viktor shoved me up against the wall and | felt my pupils 
flare with appreciation at his show of strength. | didn't say a 
word as he tugged my skirt up, running his rough hand all 
the way along the outside of my thigh, and then skimming 
around between my legs. | felt like a rag doll and he was 
throwing me around like he was the only one who had 
control of my body. | shouldn't have wanted it, but | did. 


He'd known all along that | couldn't get enough of his bad- 
boy side, and he was giving me everything | had always 


wanted but never admitted. 


"You think you're such a good girl," he whispered, pressing 
his face up close to mine so that | could feel his hot breath 
on my cheek, but as he pinned me, all | could do was follow 
him with my eyes. My heartbeat was going crazy and my 
nipples were hard enough to cut glass. | moaned as he 
dragged his dry lips down along my jawline and over the 
pulse point of my neck, struggling against him, seeking 
more contact. 


His hand cupped over the mound of my panties and his 
fingers curled around the gusset, making me all the more 
conscious of how damp I'd made them. My pussy was wet for 
him and ready to take him, just like it always was. 


But he kept me pinned firmly. "Don't you? Answer me, 
Destiny." 


"Yes," | breathed, loving the way he forced an answer out of 
me. His hand tightened on my throat again, and | arched my 
back with pleasure, almost overcome by how good it felt to 
have to work for each breath, to feel my vision dipping and 
my arousal, my need for him, becoming the most important 
thing in my word. 


With his other hand he gave a sharp tug and | heard a 
ripping sound as my panties came away at the seams. He 
was going to have his way with me and there was nothing | 
could do about it. Not that | wanted to do anything at all. 


"What kind of good girl wants this?" 


| could feel his cock hard and heavy against my bare thigh, 
and | settled one hand over his at my throat, clawing my 
fingers around his just to be sure that he wasn't going to 
pull away and | groaned deeply. "Please, Viktor." 


“Please what? Do you want me to let you go? | don't think 
you do. You'd tell me all about the Matryoshka dolls in the 
window if you didn't want this any longer." 


| understood immediately and | breathed out with a rush of 
arouSal as | realized this amazing man was giving me a safe 
word to use so that | could give in to him in all the worst 
ways. If I'd ever doubted he was the right man for me in 
every single way, | didn't doubt it now. 


"You want me to fuck you like a little eager whore instead of 
the good girl you're supposed to be. Isn't that right?" 


"No," | breathed, feeling another wave of arousal jolt through 
me so strongly that my skin prickled all over with heat. | 
meant yes with every fiber of my being, and | knew that he 
knew that too. | tensed in his grip, turning my head as much 
as | was able so that | was no longer looking at him, and 
Viktor let out a low, pleased rumble of a growl. 


"Let me go!" | protested as he tugged at my throat to turn 
my head so that | was looking right at him. He couldn't keep 
the smile off his face, nor the hungry look off his features. 


"Never." 
God, I liked the sound of that. 


His thick, leaking cock jabbed up against me bluntly and he 
positioned himself up against my slippery pussy. The lips of 
my sex were already parted ready to take him and he didn't 
wait another moment. Viktor drove into me hard and fast, 
making me shout out as he filled me up, impossibly full. | 
clawed at his arms, desperate to hold him, to pull him closer, 
barely remembering that in this little fantasy, | was 
supposed to be fighting him off. 


His hand tightened on my neck and | whimpered at the 
overwhelming swell of good feeling rushing all through me. | 
loved him rough like this. | loved everything about this 
moment and who he was and who he let me be. 


"Oh - oh stop!" | was breathless and dizzy and every thrust 
of his hips crashed the head of his cock hard into me until he 
was in as deep as | could take him, and | still wanted more. 


Viktor was showing no signs of stopping at all, and | wanted 
him hilt deep, bottoming out inside of me so that his 
cockhead made me see stars. 


With him | didn't have to be nice or perfect or good. With 
Viktor | could be selfish and needy and take everything he 
was willing to give me. | could be just me and know he was 
never going to tell me | should have been something better. 


He thrust again and a deep red heat threatened to swallow 
me completely as it washed right over me. The sound | let 
out wasn't entirely human and it took me a minute to realize 
I'd been the one to make it. 


Viktor snatched at my earlobe with his teeth, biting and 
sucking hard enough to leave a bruise, but | didn't care. 
Every thrust he made only had me keening for more, but up 
against the wall, all | could do was take it. 


Viktor's hand on my neck shifted, moving around to tug my 

hair back and when he slipped his throbbing, twitching cock 
out of my leaking pussy, | groaned at the loss. But there was 
hardly any time for me to miss him. 


With his hand tangled into my hair, Viktor flung me towards 
his bed and | scrabbled to stop myself from flying onto the 
floor, hands braced on the mattress instead. My rounded ass 
hung off the edge of the bed and before | could let out 
another protest, Viktor was lining himself up behind me. 


His broad palm caught me by surprise as he swiped a 
slinging slap across my buttocks, and my whole body 
clenched with tingling appreciation. 


"Viktor no!" Viktor yes. This was more than | ever dared 
imagine and | was loving every minute of it. 


"Shut up." 


Grabbing a fistful of my hair again, he pressed his meaty 
cock between my thighs and | knew he wasn't going to be 


gentle taking me from behind. 


He mounted me quickly, leaning over me to grab my wrists 
roughly and he forced me to spread my hands wide in front 
of me as he started to fuck me hard enough to make me 
whimper with every slap of his hips. His long, gorgeous cock 
found my cunt like he'd never left it, and the new angle 
made me scream out and buck back against him to force 
him deeper inside me. All the while, | pretended to writhe 
and struggle and each time he tightened his grip on me my 
arousal pulsed higher. 


"Let go of me... you brute. You brute - | - oh God - you can't - 
| -Viktor..." 


"Shut up!" 


| could feel his breathing, hot and heavy against my 
shoulder, and the sting of his hands biting into the flesh of 
my wrists was perfect. He bore his weight on his hand, 
curling his hips in hard with each rolling motion, fucking me 
like he never intended to stop. 


"You want this. You are made to take my cock. And | will fill 
you up with my cum until you overflow and beg for more. | 
will fuck my babies into you. You won't ever look at another 
man again." 


"Oh God, Viktor please." 


That was all that | wanted, all that | never knew I needed. 
But Viktor looked at me and saw the truth. 


| gave into him completely, letting my body go slack as he 
ploughed into me over and over again. All | felt was pleasure 
as his cock tore in and out of me, making me arch and beg 
and whimper with each pass. I'd never get enough of him. 
The thought of that was impossible. 


I'd be red raw in the morning and | had no doubt I'd struggle 
to stand, let alone walk in a way that let me keep my 


dignity, but | didn't care. 


Just when | thought there was no more | could take, he 
forced my legs wider, spurring into me more deeply and | 
gasped for breath like a fish plucked from the frozen depths 
of the Neva as my orgasm crashed into me. 


| felt Viktor's cock pulse hard into me, flooding my body with 
gushing torrents of his seed and my greedy pussy clenched 
around him, milking him desperately for every last drop as 
he let out an entirely animal roar. 


He pulled out like he didn't give a damn about me, and | 
Slipped off the edge of the bed and crumpled to the 
bedroom floor, entirely unable to bear my own weight. | sat 
there panting and disheveled, my heaving chest and tightly 
thrumming nipples proving just how turned on | still was. 


Viktor stepped back, looking down at me with his flagging 
cock still wet from being inside me and he held out a hand 
to me. 


| shook my head. "I think you broke me." 


Viktor smirked. "Good." And then he yanked me to my feet, 
making me wince sharply as my numbed legs realigned 
themselves. He hoisted me up into his arms and kissed me 
deeply as he walked the both of us back to the bed and | 
fought against the pain to wrap my legs around him. 

This time when he dropped me down on it, it was with 
infinite care, and | clung to him, pulling my rugged brute of 
a man down on top of me. My eyes glinted as he broke the 
kiss and | gnawed on my lip for a moment. 

"What?" 


| rolled my hips, aware that my greedy body still wanted 
more and Viktor let out a laugh. "Again? | am still human." 


| whimpered softly, and drew his hand around my neck 
closing his fingers around my throat and arching back into 


his hand as the other hand dropped between us and his 
thumb strummed over the hardened bead of my clit and he 
coaxed another rolling wave of pleasure from me. 


"You are very bad girl, Destiny," he purred, speaking close so 
his voice rumbled over my skin. | was never going to get 
enough of his accent, his voice. "You know this is the truth." 


"God yes," | whispered, arching up against him, pleasure 
coming into sharp relief as his hand tightened on my neck 
all over again and the rush of adrenaline kicked in as | 
struggled to breathe, let alone talk. 


The world dimmed to a dull, shimmering black and all the 
colors in the room pulsed vibrantly as he did something 
magic with his hand and my entire world unspooled. My 
body jackknifed sharply and | gasped for one last lungful of 
air as Viktor constricted my windpipe completely and my 
body clenched, convulsing with pleasure. When his hand 
released me, air rushed in and | dove my lips against his, 
kissing him like he was everything | needed when | broke 
the surface. This man brought me darkness, but without the 
night sky there couldn't be stars and no one would see the 
fireworks that raged between us. 


CHAPTER 21 


Destiny 


| spent the whole morning on high alert, worried that the 
Toropov's would somehow notice I'd not spent the night in 
my room, or that they'd see the marks on my neck that I'd 
kept covered with a high neck sweater. And then | started 
worrying that the shower wasn't good enough to get the 
smell of sex off me. 


| felt ridiculous that | loved the combination of our scents 
mingled together on my skin, but as much soap as | used, | 
still felt like anyone who came near me would be able to tell 
in an instant exactly what we'd gotten up to. 


Which was ridiculous. Totally ridiculous. 


Breakfast passed me by in a blur and just like | usually did, | 
played with Alexei for most of the morning. Viktor was back 
Shortly after lunch, although there was no sign of Maxim. Or 
Elizabeth. Again. 


So | got Alexei ready to go out for the afternoon. Viktor met 
me in the hall, and we went out to the car together. The shift 
in energy between us was undeniable. Suddenly | felt so 
comfortable around him, as though | could do anything at all 
and he wouldn't find it weird. And on top of that was the fact 
that he'd awoken all these desires that I'd spent so long 
ignoring and repressing. 


| couldn't get what we'd done together off my mind. Every 
step | took reminded me with the pull of the muscles in my 
thighs that he'd spread them so widely, and | had all but 
begged him to take me. | didn't regret it for a second. The 
glow wouldn't leave me. | felt different. And I loved it. It 


seemed impossible that anyone who looked at me wouldn't 
see it too. 


"So, the Christmas Market, huh?" 


| got into the passenger seat rather than going in the back 
with Alexei and Viktor grinned across at me as we pulled out 
into the street, having grappled the gate back into its closed 
position. 


"Absolutely." 


When we arrived it was already in full swing. A whole village 
of stalls had descended. Each of the huts had sloping roofs 
that were thick with snow, and decked with lights. At first | 
thought one or two were decorated with icicles along the 
roof line, but then I realized that they were real! 


The huge tree in the center of the square made everything 
look even more magical, and | didn't care about the bite of 
the cold as | strapped Alexei into his stroller. 


“Thank you for this. It's just what | needed." 


Viktor nodded, falling into step with me and looping my arm 
into the crook of his. | felt a thousand feet tall walking along 
with my hand on his arm, Knowing that anyone who saw us 
would know without a doubt that we were together. That was 
exactly what | wanted, and | didn't care about the stares we 
drew. 


He looked like the thug that I'd thought he was, and | guess 
they must have been wondering what | was doing with him. 
For the first time in my life | didn't care what anybody 
thought. Here, | was a stranger, but even if | hadn't been, | 
would have been proud to walk along with Viktor, knowing 
he was my man. 


The stalls sold everything from jewelry to candles and 
baubles to toys and sweet treats. As the light started to fade, 


all the glittering lights on the stalls came to life, turning it 
into a real winter wonderland. 


"Oh my gosh, they have snow globes!" | couldn't hide my 
enthusiasm as | pulled Viktor towards the stall, crowding in 
close to see them all. They had little scenes of St Petersburg 
in miniature that clouded up in a swell of glitter and snow 
when you shook them, and others with a tall Santa with a 
long sweeping coat on, and a very long beard. 


Viktor watched me pick them up one by one, trying to 
decide on my favorite. 


"I think you should have this one," he said, picking out one 
with a perfect version of Kazan Cathedral with its arching 
colonnade and grand dome in the center. "To always remind 
you of the city." 


Before | could stop him, Viktor pulled out his wallet and 
handed over some money to the stallholder with a nod to 
the snow globe | was holding. 


“Thank you. You didn't have to do that." Suddenly, 
inexplicably, | felt sad. This felt like he was buying mea 
souvenir to take home, and | realized | didn't want to be 
anywhere but with him. He had every right not to feel the 
Same way, and | was stupid to fall so quickly. 


How naive could | be to think that just because he'd slept 
with me Viktor saw us continuing past my job here. | 
shouldn't have even gotten upset. He was probably right, 
anyway. My life was back in Miami. | couldn't exactly drop 
everything to move here. This was only supposed to be 
temporary. Like a sabbatical. And by the time it was done, 
Viktor would probably be back in prison anyway. 


That thought put a lump form in my throat and | swallowed 
it down and pulled my smile back onto my face. 


Viktor frowned at me as though he could see right through 
the mask | was trying to pull on. "Come. This way." 


He pulled me on through the crowds, past stalls full of 
wooden puppets just like Pinocchio and beautiful spun glass 
baubles that almost looked like snowflakes or stars and the 
crowd started to become denser towards the center. 


"You need a hat," he told me, and we stopped in front of a 
huge stall selling every kind of hat you could imagine. 


He took down at a beautiful Cossack hat and placed it on my 
head with a grin. "There. Now you look like you belong 
here." 


| laughed, and stepped away from behind the stroller to pull 
down a hat that looked like a trapper's hat with fury earflaps 
tied to the top and stretched up to swap it for Viktor's. "Then 
| think you should have this one." 


He rolled his eyes, but | caught him glance towards the 
mirror hung up on the wall of the stall, and he pulled me in 
close to him. "Come here." He had his phone out as he 
tucked me in against his chest and stretched his arm out 
with the screen facing toward us, | saw he had the camera 
open. 


He wanted a picture of us together. My heart leapt and | 
knew instantly that I'd taken his gift of the snow globe the 
wrong way. Maybe he was sad at the thought of me going 
home eventually and he wanted to give me something to 
make sure I'd never forget him. As if | needed a glass ball for 
that. 


| cuddled up against him, smile broad for the camera and he 
tilted his head in against mine just a moment before the 
shutter-sound clicked. 


"Take another,” | encouraged, turning to nip a kiss against 
his cheek. Viktor turned his head to meet my lips, and | 
laughed as he caught me in a kiss and the shutter sounded 
again. 


| was never going to get enough of kissing him. Just a brush 
of his lips against mine sent an electric charge right through 
me. Three thousand volts. More than enough to blow out 
every single light bulb on all the market stands and all the 
trees in the whole square. 


| pulled the hat off, setting it back on the stand and Viktor 
reached to take his off too. "No. Keep it. Please. My gift to 
you." 


| already had my wallet out and I handed over enough cash 
to the store owner before he could complain. | cradled his 
old hat against my chest triumphantly and then pulled it on 
over my ears, pleased that it still held the warmth from his 
head. 


"And | can have your old one." | didn't care that it was far 
from new, and looked a little moth-eaten at the edges, 
especially compared to the beautiful hats on display here. 
None of them could have compared to his hat, because it 
had been Viktor's and | would treasure it forever. 


He looked like he was about to protest, but then he reached 
out to adjust the angle of my hat. "Thank you. I think this 
suits you better anyway." 


"I think so too." 


Alexei let out a grumbled shout, kicking his legs inside his 
footmuff, and | laughed. "Come on, we're being way too 
boring for him." 


Viktor took my arm again and | pushed Alexei deeper into 
the crowd. 


To my excitement, there was a break in the stalls were the 
music I'd heard was coming from and an old fashioned 
carousel with perfectly painted horses was spinning round 
and round. 


"Oh we have to go on it. Come on Alexei. You're going to 
have such a good time." 


But he started bawling as soon as we got close to the horses, 
and my face fell. 


"It's okay sweetheart. They're not going to hurt you." But he 
wasn't convinced at all. His screaming continued until he 
was back safe in his stroller and Viktor heroically produced a 
little bag of sweet dumplings dusted in icing sugar and 
Alexei's eyes widened in awe. 


"You go on," he said. "We will watch and then perhaps if we 
are very brave we can all go on together." 


My heart practically melted. "Thank you Victor. You're 
amazing." 


| got my ticket and chose my horse, and Viktor helped me 
climb on, then stepped back off the carousel to watch me. 


He already had his cell phone out and | realized he was 
taking a video of me. | waved, beaming at him, and the 
whole world narrowed to just him. | could have missed out 
on so much if I'd ignored my feelings and turned away from 
him just because of some silly idea I'd had about who | 
thought he was. 


Alexei looked a little calmer and he even waved at me just 
before | went out of sight as the carousel turned. | gripped 
onto the pole that was twisted like rope and looked out 
across the rest of the fair, breathing in the cold air and the 
smell of mulled wine and Christmas spices. | was having 
more fun with Viktor than I'd ever had with any boy, and 
maybe that was because he was all man. 


Viktor called out to me again as the carousel turned, smile 
broad as he waved and | blew him a kiss, happy to give him 
something worth recording. He laughed and blew mea kiss 
back, just as theatrically. Somehow | had to find a way to 


make our relationship work. Even if it had to be from half a 
world away. 


Viktor was right there when the carousel came to a halt and | 
let him pull me down from the horse and leaned into the kiss 
he gave me. As far as | was concerned, we could do this 
every single day. It was all perfect. 


And then we turned towards the stroller, and nothing was 
perfect at all. 


"Where's Alexei?" 


My blood turned to ice. The stroller was empty and the paper 
bag with the last few powdered sugar dumplings was spilled 

out on the compacted snow. Viktor turned towards me with a 
look of utter horror on his face. 


Instantly he was scanning the crowd. "Stay here!" 


He couldn't have gotten out of the straps by himself. | knew 
that for sure. And there was no way that his limited toddling 
skills would have suddenly morphed into the ability to run 
away. He was still crawling for the most part and while he 
could get pretty far, there was no way he'd be out of sight 
on his own. 


| scanned the ground, looking for signs of him between 
people's legs, but | already knew it was a hopeless exercise. 


Viktor must have known it too. His smile had vanished from 
his face, replaced by a steely, hard expression and he went 
from stall to stall, demanding answers. 


My hands were shaking and | felt sick to my stomach. In all 
the years of working as a babysitter, | had never lost a child 
even for a matter of seconds. But Alexei was missing. And 
the only explanation was that someone had taken him. 


| was already in tears when Viktor came back to my side, 
shaking his head, confirming what | already knew to be true. 
"They've taken him." 


"We don't know that." he said. 


“Don't. Don't you dare try to sugar coat it! This is 
Pavelenko's men. It has to be. Look me in the eye and tell 
me that's not true, Viktor" 


His large hands clamped solidly down on my forearms and | 
was suddenly desperately glad for the grounding weight. "| 
have spoken to security. They will get it touch if they find 
him. Right now, we have to go home." 


CHAPTER 22 


Destiny 


"Put your shoes on." 


| looked up at him from the couch I'd folded myself on to ina 
fit of despair when we got back to the house, and shook my 
head. 


Viktor had started making calls the moment we walked 
through the door, rattling off questions in rapid-fire Russian, 
and raising his voice more than I'd ever heard him do. He'd 
definitely threatened half a dozen different people, and all | 
could do was look on, totally numb, going over and over all 
the scenarios of what could have happened to Alexei. 


"You want to go out in your slippers?" 
| frowned at him. "Where are we going?" 


He set my boots down next to the edge of the sofa and | 
looked at them like | couldn't even remember how they were 
supposed to go on my feet. | kept thinking about how | 
should have been watching Alexei more closely instead of 
letting myself get swept up with Viktor like it was just the 
two of us on a date and neither of us had a care in the world. 
| should never have gone on the carousel without him. | 
shouldn't have put Viktor in that situation. 


| felt sick to my stomach. The very last thing | wanted to do 
right now was go anywhere at all. Alexei was missing and it 
was all our fault. Scratch that, it was all my fault, and | was 
never going to be able to make it up to his parents ina 
million years. 


"Put your shoes on." 


"No. | have to stay here. The police are out looking. They 
told us | had to stay by the phone." 


Viktor growled. "They are not going to find him. You need to 
start listening to me. The men who run this city right now 
are suka. They are tied up with the police. They will do 
nothing." 


There was that anger in his voice again, and the hard look in 
his eyes told me he was speaking the truth. 


"Oh my God. They're going to kill him. He's going to die 
because of me." | could feel my heart rate jump and my 
head started spinning. A fresh wave of tears started up and | 
could barely breathe through them. I had never messed up 
this badly in my entire life. 


This was exactly why | always had a plan. Bad things 
happened when I thought I could just go about doing 
whatever | wanted minute to minute on a whim. 


“Look at me," Viktor said, tilting my chin up so that | 
couldn't have done anything else unless | wanted to risk him 
Snapping my neck by accident. "We are going to get him 
back." 


"How?" | knew | sounded truly pathetic, but it seemed like 
an impossibility to me. The men who'd taken him were a 
level of bad I'd never really believed existed, and we didn't 
even know that they hadn't hurt him already. 


"Trust me. We will get him back. But it will not happen if we 
stay here, waiting." 


| sniffed hard, and wiped at my eyes one last time. He was 
right, and | didn't have the luxury of going to pieces and 
trusting in the authorities to sort everything out. Not in this 
city, not when Alexei and his parents were enemies to the 
way things were run, and me and Viktor were seen just as 
hostile. Part of the threat to be eliminated. No one was going 
to help us out if we didn't help ourselves. 


| pulled my boots on like he told me to and got to my feet. | 
was strong, | could do this, especially with Viktor by my side. 
I'd overcome problems before, the last thing | was going to 
do was curl up into a ball and wait for it all to be over. That 
had never been me before and it wasn't going to be now. 


| drew in a shaky breath and swiped my tears away, vowing 
to myself that they were the last that would fall until this 
was all resolved. Between us, we would sort this out. 


"Okay, I'm ready. Let's go get Alexei back." 


Viktor 


There was one place in this city that | knew for certain that a 
man could hide a baby, and | knew that Pavelenko's men 
wouldn't be so crude as to kill a child. At least not without 
having a go at using him for leverage first. 


It was clear to me that they would try to get Maxim and 
Elizabeth to pack up and leave the city, but that wasn't 
going to happen. | wanted them to succeed, but more than 
that, | had to get Alexei back, for Destiny's sake. It had been 
my fault that he'd been taken in the first place and every 
single tear she cried cut me as deeply as if I'd wounded her 
myself. 


| had to make it right. 


The Church on Spilled Blood was the same one that Destiny 
had admired from our carriage ride. Usually, it was a 
museum, but the place was run by the church and | knew 
that Pavelenko had leverage within it. 


| wasted no time in marching up to the large double doors of 
the entrance and hammering hard on the wood. 


Destiny was looking at me like I'd gone mad, but | knew 
what | knew and this was the best hope we had of getting 
Alexei back. If we took him tonight, then it might be possible 


to strike against them before they realized he was back in 
Safety. 


But all that depended on me being right. 
"What are we doing here Viktor? | think it's closed." 


Ignoring her, | hammered on the door again and stepped 
back a few paces, looking up at the towering, colorful domes 
as | raised my voice to shout for entry. 


This was the place they had mortally wounded the last Tsar. 
It would not be the place that they ended the Bratva's bid 
for control of the city. 


The snow was beginning to swirl around us in flurries that 
the wind blew into the entrance way and Destiny stomped 
her feet to try to keep warm, looking at me like all her trust 
was fading. 


"Viktor, there's no one here. Let's go." 


Right when | was about to let her tug me away, we both 
heard the scrape of a heavy bolt and the sound of an old key 
in the lock, and the heavy door pulled inwards. 


A pair of dark eyes glinted in the streetlights and | shot out 
my fist, pushing the door open wider and striding inside. 


"My friend, the museum is closed until tomorrow." 
"I am not here to see the mosaics." 


As expected, the man was a monk and he looked distinctly 
disapproving to be so rudely disturbed. 


"You were brought a baby today. We have come to take him 
back to his parents." 


The monk's jaw hinged open and | could see him looking me 
over, assessing whether he trusted me with the infant that | 
knew was in his care. 


"Please," Destiny put in, suddenly at my side. "If you have a 
baby, can we just take a look and see whether he's Alexei?" 


She took a picture out of her pocket and | realized it was the 
same one that I'd taken with me to the airport, showing her 
and the kid as a much younger child. "This is him and me, 
see? Please, if someone brought him here it's because they 
stole him from us this afternoon." 


The monk swallowed and | could see him weighing up his 
options, but my patience was running thin. 


"Pavelenko is a bad man and you know it. Do not lie to us for 
him. You are supposed to be a man of God. You should not 
separate a child from his parents." 


With some reluctance the monk nodded, showing us a flash 
of his tonsure. "This way." 


He led us back through the church, past displays of mosaics 
that glittered in the candlelight. The altar at the back was 
still set up for prayer, and all three of us crossed ourselves 
as we passed it. Our guide glanced up in surprise, but made 
no further comment as he led us past it, through to the 
sanctuary itself. 


The back of the church was almost disappointingly dreary. 
There was a computer on a modern desk and all of it looked 
incongruous in such sanctified surroundings. 

Destiny let out a shout of joy, hurrying over to the back 
corner where Alexei was sitting on a rug, surrounded by 
makeshift toys. She lifted him to her chest, all but 
smothering him in kisses. 

"Who brought him here?" | demanded. | knew Pavelenko had 
ordered the kidnapping, but | wanted to know specifically 
who it was | was going to make pay. 


"I do not know his name. | am sorry." 
"What does he look like?" 


The monk shrugged, looking more unnerved by the second 
and he kept looking from me to Destiny as though he really 


wasn't sure of his decision. As though he realized just how 
capable | was of hurting him if | chose to. "He was just a 
man." 


"Tall? Short? Dark hair? Fair?" 


"Average. Perhaps a little taller than me. He word a hat. | do 
not know more. Except... he was a smoker, | think. It clung to 
him like a shadow when he walked. | thought how bad it was 
for the child." 


| grunted. It wasn't much, but it was something. And | could 
make a guess as to who it was who had been here. 


"Thank you Father. This is very helpful." 


He nodded, still looking like a panicked hare as Destiny 
bundled Alexei up into the blanket he'd been placed on for 
the walk back to the car. 


"You will not tell anybody that he has been retrieved. Do | 
have your word?" 


Destiny touched his arm and his eyes turned back to hers. 
"Please, Father. Pavelenko is trying to hurt Alexei's parents, 
to scare them off. They're bullies. Please don't help them 
out." 


He frowned deeply. "I can say nothing, but Pavelenko has 
done much for this Church. My children, | am afraid my 
hands are tied." 


| gritted my teeth, looking out of the vestry door to the body 
of the church. "They will not be tied for long. | promise you 
that." 


CHAPTER 23 


Destiny 


The whole way back to the house, | held Alexei to my chest. 
There was no way | was letting him go again, until we were 
safe inside his home. 


Elizabeth greeted us in the hall when we came in with a 
broad smile, and | realized with an uncomfortable jolt that 
she didn't have a clue what had happened, or what her son 
had been through. 


"Gosh, you're out late! | was wondering what you’d been up 
to. Did you have a good day?" 


| looked across at Viktor automatically and my mouth hinged 
open. | was full of guilt and | knew that everything was 
going to spill right out of me, and then we'd both be in so 
much trouble. If either of us got fired, I'd never see Viktor 
again. 


"We went to the Christmas Market," Viktor said before | could 
say anything at all, and | found myself snapping my mouth 
shut. "It was very busy, but | think that Alexei enjoyed 
himself." 


"Oh that's good. Here, Destiny, you let me take him. I'll put 
him to bed for a change. That's a real treat for me these 
days." 


| nodded numbly, holding Alexei out for her to take. When 
I'd first met her, she'd seemed young and unsure of herself 
as a mother, even though she oozed confidence in 
everything else she did, but now it was a different story and 
| could see the strength of the bond that she'd built up with 


her son. | felt nauseous with the thought that | could have 
been the one to end all that. And yet, she was standing 
there being so lovely to me. 


"You two deserve the evening off after such a long week. I'm 
sorry we've not been around as much as I'd hoped. Once we 
get the ins and outs of the business side of things under 
control we should have a lot more say over our comings and 
goings. It's the tail wagging the dog at the moment I'm 
afraid. At least for a little while, anyway." 


| could barely tune in to what she was saying and it felt like 
my silence was highly suspicious, but Elizabeth didn't seem 
to notice that anything was wrong. Or not deeply, anyway. 


"You look completely kKnackered. You should have a bath and 
go to bed. Don't you think so, Viktor? Poor love's about to 
fall over." 


Viktor nodded, and before | knew it he was reaching to help 
me out of my coat. Sliding it off my arms he turned to hang 
it up. "I will look after her. Dinner first, | think." 


"That sounds like an excellent idea. There should be 
something for the pair of you on the stove." 


The weight of his hand settled onto my shoulder, and | felt 
his body heat flood through me in a reassuring rush as | 
leaned back against his chest, glad for his solidity and his 
stability holding me up. 


"Goodnight Elizabeth." 


As soon as she'd disappeared around the corner, Viktor 
turned me into his arms and he bowed his neck, ducking 
down to pull me into a soft, slow kiss that | melted into. 


My fingers clawed at his biceps and shoulders, drawing 
myself in even closer to him. Right then all | wanted in the 
world was to be able to crawl right inside his skin and then 


we might be close enough to stop me from feeling like | was 
Shaking. 


"We didn't tell her," | murmured against his lips and Viktor 
pulled away, only enough to speak. 


"No. | will tell them when I can give them the man who tried 
to hurt them. | am not going to let this pass." 


The fury in him was palpable, and | knew that Viktor would 
do anything he could to stop the men who'd taken Alexei 
from getting close to him again. | barely recognized the side 
of me that was hungry for their blood too, but it was there 
and it was strong. Anyone who thought dragging a child into 
this mess was fair game deserved to have their blood spilled 
and everything they'd worked for taken away. 


Looking after Alexei was all I'd come here to do and | wasn't 
prepared to let anybody hurt him. 


Viktor 


With Elizabeth out of sight, the only thing | wanted was to 
show Destiny just how relieved | was that everything had 
worked out. | had so much anger in me from what I'd allowed 
to happen right under my nose, and so much frustration that 
she had taken it all out on herself. 


| could see exactly how badly she'd taken today. And now | 
wanted nothing more than to comfort her in the best way 
that | knew how. 


I'd made a mistake, and | wasn't going to let Destiny pay for 
it, but | couldn't fall on my sword today. 


| wasn't going to let either of us look bad in the eyes of the 
Toropovs, because the last thing | could deal with was being 
sent away from this woman who | knew | was fated to spend 
my life with. Pavelenko's men would get their comeuppance 
and | would be the one to make sure of it, but until that 


time, it made no sense to set a Bratva hitman who was 
renowned for his ruthlessness to worrying when | had 
everything under control. 


Destiny clung to me like she never wanted to let me go, and 
that at least was something that hadn't changed between 
us. All day she had been right by my side, and not once had 
she blamed me for taking my eyes away from Alexei - for 
looking at her when | should have been watching him. 


Now, all | wanted to do was show her that | could make her 
loyalty worth it, that | appreciated having her by my side. 


Ducking down to her level, | scooped her up into my arms 
and carried her through to the staff quarters, turning to push 
the door open with my back. I'd told Elizabeth that dinner 
was to come first, but it was my bedroom rather than the 
kitchen that | made for. 


There was a different kind of hunger between us that was 
much more urgent. I'd been desperate to reconfirm the bond 
between us since we'd got Alexei back. I'd have taken her in 
the back seat of the car if she'd have let go of Alexei long 
enough, and now that I had her to myself, nothing was going 
to stop me. 


Destiny let out a soft moan as | tossed her down onto my 
bed, and | stood in front of her, stripping off my shirt and 
sweater. Her eyes followed the path of my hands, drinking in 
the lines of my body as | revealed them to her. 


| watched her hands go to the top of her pants and she 
slipped the top button, wriggling on the bed to squirm out of 
her jeans. "God, | need you Viktor." 


| felt exactly the same. "Patience woman. I'm right here." 


She pulled her top up over her head, revealing her silky 
white bra, and | knelt on the bed to cup her breasts as she 
arched her back on the mattress to meet my touch and my 


already rock solid cock stiffened impossibly harder, eager to 
plow into her again and find its home. 


Everything between us was fire and | always knew what she 
needed. Now was no different. 


With impatient fingers | tugged at the buckle of my belt and 
popped my fly. Drawing the thick leather out of my belt 
loops, | saw Destiny's eyes lock onto it and she swallowed 
hard, pupils flaring with lust. 


"Viktor..." 


| tilted my head, meeting her eyes as they locked onto mine. 
| shucked my jeans and boxers in one go and my cock 
bobbed up, slapping against the flat of my muscled stomach 
as | stepped out of them toward the bed. With one hand | 
gave myself a lazy pump, but it did nothing to alleviate my 
frustrations and | didn't expect it to. Only Destiny could do 
that. And she was still staring at the belt in my hand. | held 
it up high and glanced towards it, making sure | had her 
attention as | let it dangle from side to side, and Destiny 
gulped. 


"What do you want me to do with this?" | asked, with a smile 
pulling at the corner of my mouth. | could think of a 
thousand things, but what | wanted most was for her to tell 
me. 


She bit her lip, worrying it so hard with her teeth that | 
thought she might draw blood, and that was the very last 
thing | wanted. Over the time we'd been together I'd seen 
how difficult it could be sometimes for her to come out and 
say she wanted things she thought she wasn't supposed to 
have. | hoped in time she'd learn that I didn't care what 
anybody thought, she should have whatever her heart 
desired. 


"Viktor..." 
"My love." 


Slowly, | straddled her bare thighs, hooking one finger into 
the elastic of her panties and tugging hard enough to make 
her gasp and tilt her hips sharply down. | yanked again, hard 
enough for the elastic to break and the white cotton to rip 
with a sheer, laddering tear, leaving her panting, looking up 
at me like she didn't dare move. 


"Oh yes, Viktor. That's what | want." 


This was what | wanted, her attention a hundred percent on 
me and nowhere else and that was exactly what | had. 


Destiny 


My panties were shredded and Viktor towered above me, 
brandishing his belt like he was out to really hurt me, and 
some dark part of me loved it. | could have stopped him, | 
could have pushed him away or rolled off the bed, or even 
drawn him down for a soft kiss, and | knew he would have 
done whatever | asked. 


But | didn't want any of that. 


| was practically salivating with need when he coiled the 
belt in his hand, drawing the two ends together to make a 
looped flap. He tested it against the palm of his hand, and 
the snapped slap of the two flat sides of leather coming 
together made a jolt of lust go right through me as | 
anticipated the sting of him marking my skin in broad red 
stripes. 


| was wetter than I ever had been, my pussy leaking for him 
so much I knew he had to smell the creamy sweetness of my 
arousal. 


Viktor trailed one edge of the hard leather down between 
my breasts, and my stomach tensed along the path he took, 
making my flesh shiver on the way down towards the neat 
line of my pubic hair. 


The thought of what he might do to me with that belt made 
me want to cross my legs and squirm, but with his weight 
straddled across my thighs, pinning me to the bed, | was 
totally at his mercy. 


Beneath my bra, my nipples were harder than they’d ever 
been, so tense that they tingled and rubbed with every 
breath | took and | let out a whimper, fisting my hands into 
the sheets. 


Viktor pulled my bra off with a sharp tug and the coolness of 
the air made my skin tingle, coming up in goosebumps 
almost instantly. But it wasn't the cold that made me shiver. 
| needed him in all the worst ways, and like the perfect man 
for me, he already knew that. 


Viktor's large hand rubbed over each breast in turn, cupping 
them fiercely, and he trailed the folded loop of leather back 
up my body, painting a solid line of sensation right up the 
center of me. 


He pressed his thumb against my lips, and | met his eyes as | 
parted them, drawing the thick, solid digit into my mouth. 
My tongue circled his fingertip, pressing in wetly around it 
and encouraging him to press in deeper. His thumb was only 
the start of what | wanted, but | started sucking all the same, 
and when Viktor let out a sudden growl, | knew | was 
pressing all the right buttons. 


All at once he was ready to go, climbing off my lap and 
flipping me roughly onto my belly. | barely had the chance to 
get onto my knees before | felt the hard slap of the leather 
sting across my ass cheeks. 


| gasped sharply, falling forward onto my hands so that | was 
bracing my weight on all fours and Viktor let out another 
growled groan. | loved the heat in his voice. He made it 
sound like all his Christmases had come at once and | was 
the only present he'd been hoping for. 


| didn't care what | looked like, with my ass on display, 
reddened from the sting of the belt against my skin, and my 
full breasts dangling down towards the bed. All | wanted was 
to take whatever he was going to give me. 


It would only take a single word from my lips to stop him, 
but stopping him was the furthest thing from my mind. 


| glanced back at him over my shoulder, and swayed my 
hips slightly from side to side, letting him see just how ready 
| was to take what he was set on doling out. 


"| was so bad today, Viktor." | deserved everything he gave 
me, for being selfish, for having fun when | should have 
been looking after Alexei. 


"Such a bad girl," he echoed huskily, leaning over me to 
grab at my breasts and drag blunt teeth over the flesh of my 
earlobe. | shuddered, feeling my skin prickle with pleasure 
and | let out a groan, leaning back, desperate to feel the 
sting of the leather on me. 


"Viktor, please..." 


Open mouthed and breathless, | was at the point of begging 
him to carry out his threat. Last time, his hand around my 
neck had been everything I'd craved, but now I needed to 
feel the sharp bite of pain stealing through me. 


And Viktor didn't disappoint. His arm ratcheted back and 
then swung forward in a smooth, sharp motion, making the 
leather belt thwack thickly against my skin. | gasped, 
wincing at the sharp overload of pleasure-pain that honed 
my attention so completely. | could feel my ass still 
throbbing, but even if | cared, there wasn't time to before 
the next stroke from the belt came. 


| held my shout in, biting my lip and pressing back towards 
him as he settled his hand on the small of my back. | needed 
his firm hands all over me, taking what he wanted, what | 
wanted too. 


The next few strokes came hard and fast, densely paced 
enough to leave me gasping and with the start of tears 
stinging my eyes. It was everything that | deserved and 
more than | could have hoped Viktor would give me. But my 
pussy was still wet and leaking for him. 


Gritting my teeth, | counted another five strokes, each one 
making my ass tenderer and the skin lightly numbed. My 
breathing was getting away from me, rising up in a panicked 
swell of all the emotions that | didn't want jumbled up in 
this, but try as | might to separate them out, they already 
were. 


"Destiny... Do you want me to stop?" 
H No." 


Despite my protests, Viktor dropped the belt down onto the 
bed in front of me after ten solid lashes. | was whimpering 
and sniffing, struggling against my tears as he lined his 
thick, meaty cock against the stinging flesh of my ass. 


Suddenly | could barely hold my own weight up, but Viktor 
must have known because his strong arms circled my 
middle, pulling me close against his chest. 


He rolled me down against the sheets, turning me slightly 
onto my side as he traced unknowable patterns against my 
skin with his tongue, lighting me on fire in another way 
completely. | ground my ass back against him and his hips 
pivoted in against mine, grinding down into me and he let 
his weight drive me into the mattress. 


Totally in control, his thigh nudged roughly between mine 
and I didn't dare resist as he spread my legs as wide as they 
would go. Then he had the belt in his hands again, and he 
pulled my hands back behind my head, strapping them 
there with the thick leather bound tight around my wrists. 


| could have kissed him, but | couldn't move enough to do it, 
and somehow that was the most perfect thing in the world. 


| wasn't crying any longer. Every part of me was too intent 
on what was going to happen next. My breathing was slow 
and shallow and | could hear it rushing between us, where 
his was so stealthy and quiet. 


Then his cock pressed against my ass again and | gasped at 
his hot, slick mushroom head slid against my perineum. | 
held my breath, and he thrust forwards, shifting until his 
shaft was completely wedged between my ass cheeks and 
his cockhead prodded at my entrance. 


He breached me without warning, thrusting in hard to meet 
the back wall of my pussy with a muted shout of triumph. 
The sound | made could have come from someone else for all 
| recognized it as my own. There was nothing human about 
it, all the animal instincts in me had taken over. 


My hips pitched back as much as I could manage, twisted 
around as | was to take him and braced with my arms behind 
my head. His hand settled on the rounded part of my skull 
and | let out a pleasure-filled groan as he held me there 
while he pounded into my willing body. 


My clit was throbbing so hard and there wasn't a thing | 
could do about it. The only source of pleasure | had was the 
pounding of his cock deep inside me, and with each thrust 
that aimed just there, | felt the colors in the room dip and 
blur and everything turn hot and fuzzy. 


"Oh God, Viktor. Yes.” 


| came hard, my body clenching and spasming around him 
and right when | didn't think anything could be more 
perfect, Viktor pulled out of me and a moment later, | heard 
him grunt and jerk and his blood-hot come splattered over 
me, pooling into the small of my back and trickling between 
my ass cheeks. And all | could do was lie there and take it. 


CHAPTER 24 


Destiny 


My hands were numb when Viktor untied them and | winced 
with real discomfort as he helped me to ease my arms back 
down to their usual position and roll over, next to him. 


His forefinger lingered in the cupid's bow of my lip, and he 
leaned in, kissing me more gently than I thought he was 
capable of. 


"It's not your fault, what happened today. If anyone's, it's 
mine. Mostly, it's Pavelenko's and | promise you, | will make 
him pay." 


Those words shouldn't have soothed me as much as they 
did, but | couldn't deny the wave of relief | felt to hear him 
say them. | met his eyes, nodding earnestly. 


"I know. Thank you, though. For giving me what | needed." 


His broad hand trailed over my soft belly, drawing some of 
the sticky wetness of his seed around from my back. "You 
don't need to thank me for this. It is all for you. Always. 
Whenever you want it." 


| smiled, suddenly aware of how exhausted | was and ready 
to collapse into sleep. Viktor stroked his hand over my hair, 
and | could barely keep my eyes open breathing in the 
warm, familiar smell of him. 


There was nowhere in the world | would rather have been 
than in his arms, and there was no one I would have trusted 
more than him to have my back, in whatever way | needed. 


Almost without me even realizing, my stomach gave a growl, 
and Viktor let out a huff of a laugh. 


"Stay here. | will bring some food. And then, my love, you 
will sleep and forget about today and all the bad things that 
could have happened. | have you, and that is all." 


A deeply satisfied smile curled onto my face and | snuggled 
briefly closer to him before he pulled away. "Da," | 
whispered. "That is all." 


Viktor 


"I can't believe it's Christmas Eve tomorrow." Destiny 
slumped down next to me on the small sofa in the staff 
sitting room, curling in close and I raised my arm so that it 
rested along the back of the seat to make room for her up 
against my side. 

We had become used to having Alexei with us and | hardly 
noticed that he was playing happily with his toys. It used to 
feel like there was no alone time when Destiny had him with 
her, but now | saw it differently. She was so good with him 
that it took her barely any effort and so we had the time 
together to do as little or as much as we wanted to. | was 
happy with a lazy morning and an extra cup of coffee in 
front of the news. 


"It is not Christmas Eve tomorrow." | frowned slightly at her 
confusion, and leaned forward to turn the volume on the TV 
a little louder as the local news reporter came on the screen. 


"... Yes it is. It's the 23rd today." 


| gave her a side on look, my smile twitching up at the 
corners. "This is Russia." 


"So?" 
“Christmas is after New Year. New Year is bigger party." 


Destiny's face went entirely slack and her eyes widened like 
she was trying to figure out whether | was pulling her leg. 
"No way. Seriously?" 


"Seriously. 7th of January. Russian Orthodox Christmas. Now, 
hush." 


Destiny rolled her eyes. "Well | got you a December 
Christmas present anyway." 


| nodded towards the TV again. "Shh." 
"Okay, okay. What's so important?" 


On screen the news reporter panned past images of the 
police prying open a row of shipping containers while fellow 
officers held a group of men | recognized as lowlifes who 
handled Pavelenko's imports and exports, clearly lining 
them up to take them into custody. 


“Holdings rumored to be in the control of Stanislav 
Pavelenko, St Petersburg's biggest crime boss have today 
been seized by police..." 


| knew as well as anybody else in this city that the police 
had always known exactly where to go to get a hold of 
everything Pavelenko dealt in. The tide had turned if they 
were making this raid now, and I could guess the people who 
were behind it. | gritted my teeth. 


Damn Maxim. He'd done exactly the opposite of what I'd 
advised. 


"The raid unearthed evidence of human trafficking, as well 
as a vibrant drug trade being run from this warehouse in the 
docks right behind me. This victory marks a change for the 
city of St Petersburg and a triumph for the police force that 
has been a long time coming." 


| hoped Maxim and Elizabeth knew what they were doing 
because they were going to get themselves in a lot of 
trouble angering Pavelenko by cutting off his sources. | had 
to hand it to them, they were fearless. But perhaps they had 
underestimated the consequences. 


| stood up from the sofa, pulling out my cell phone and 
stepping out into the hall as | dialed Maxim's number. 
Destiny looked at me over the back of the sofa with 
confusion in her eyes. 


"Viktor..?" 
"One moment. I will be right back." 


The last thing | wanted was to cause Destiny any worries, so 
| wasn't going to tell her what any of this could mean. But | 
needed to talk to Maxim immediately. 


| was only one man and I could only do so much if all of 
Pavelenko's loyal men came knocking on the door, looking 
for blood. 


Maxim's phone rang out, sending me straight to voicemail 
and | let out an irritated growl as | listened to the little 
message telling me to leave one of my own. 


"Maxim. | just saw the news. Are you crazy? What did you 
do? You think they won't retaliate after that? They are going 
to come here and try to take their pound of flesh. | am not 
some kind of superman. And neither are you. You need to 
call me back before something happens. | hope you have a 
plan. That is all | have to say." 


With my hackles still up, | went back through to the sitting 
room and tried to settle down on the sofa again. But | was on 
edge. 


Destiny was oblivious and | wanted her to stay that way for 
as long as possible, and she curled in against me again. But 
| couldn't sit still. 


| barely took in the rest of the news report, and as soon as it 
was done, | was over at the window, peering out at the drive, 
the gates, looking for anything out of the ordinary. 


| Knew how Pavelenko's men worked. When they came here, 
they would cordon off the street, and be in and out with so 


much firepower that we were not going to stand a chance. 


| had to come up with some kind of plan, but I didn't rate our 
chances without backup. 


CHAPTER 25 


Destiny 


Over the week, we'd fallen into a routine for lunch, and | 
liked the uncomplicated domesticity of it. Not something | 
thought | would have ever associated with Viktor. But I'd 
been so wrong about him. 


Normally, | would ferret out whatever had been left for us 
and Viktor would fill the kettle at the sink by the window, 
overlooking the front drive. I'd gotten used to listening to 
him yammer on about how we should be eating soup, even 
though we'd had soup nearly every day since I'd arrived. I'd 
complain to him that no one apart from the Russians and the 
Brits were so obsessed with tea and that | would kill fora 
Starbucks gingerbread latte instead and he would shake his 
head with disapproval. 


Today, though, he seemed distracted, squinting out at the 
garden for long minutes at a time. | tried not the let the pent 
up energy sheeting off him get to me too. It had been 
snowing all morning and the roads weren't cleared enough 
yet for us to take the car out. | figured he had a touch of 
cabin fever, and didn't think much more of it. 


We'd fallen into a rhythm, and as much as | thought | would 
never, | enjoyed spending time with him. | was glad for his 
company. Without it, | would have been lonely in this 
strange city with no one else to talk to. But it was more than 
that. We had a connection that was so much more than the 
sparks between us when we kissed. Or when he took me to 
bed. 


| knew I should have been thinking more seriously about 
what my future with him looked like, and whether we even 
had one, but there wasn't anything | needed to question 
when he was with me. Just the look in his eyes told me he 
adored me, and that wasn't changing any time soon. When 
he first came onto me, I'd thought he was only interested in 
getting what he could, but I was so, so wrong about that. | 
knew that what we had together meant as much to him as it 
did to me. 


Before | knew what was happening, Viktor shoved me back 
into the pantry with a solid urgency in his eyes that frankly 
scared me. He'd never hurt me before, but when he shoved 
me back against the shelving unit, he came close. 


"What are you doing?" 
"Shh. Stay here. Do not come out." 


Alexei started to whine and Viktor growled at me. "Keep him 
quiet. | have no time to explain." 


None of what he was doing made sense until he slammed 
the door closed, plunging me into darkness just a handful of 
seconds before raised Russian voices came through to me 
from the kitchen. 


| shifted as quietly as | could, moving so that | could line my 
eye up with the crack of light at the ill-fitting hinge. 


There at the kitchen table were two men brandishing guns, 
and Viktor had his hands up, talking a mile a minute, then 
he was laughing with them, slapping shoulders and making 
jokes. Ice settled into my gut. 


Concentrating hard, | forced myself to tune in to what they 
were saying, but my Russian still wasn't all that great. 
Someone mentioned the Toropovs, and killing them. And 
then someone said the word babysitter. 


| covered my mouth to stop myself from whimpering, 
because | had no doubt that was me. Whatever they'd come 
here to do, | was definitely a part of staking back their claim 
on the city's underworld and I had a really, really bad feeling 
about all of it. | had to keep quiet, but | was so scared that | 
couldn't control the way my breathing was rushing out of 
me. What was Viktor doing inviting these people inside? Had 
he been playing us all this whole time and his only intention 
to disrupt the Bratva from the inside? 


No. | couldn't believe that of him. | wouldn't believe that. 
Why would he have hidden me if he planned on handing me 
over? It didn't make any sense. No. | had to trust him. He 
had a plan, and | couldn't blow it by getting found out. | just 
had to stay here and let it all play out. 


Finally | managed to steady my breathing, and | forced 
myself to peer through the gap at the door hinges again. | 
couldn't see all that much of the men. Viktor had them 
facing away from me; leaned up against the kitchen counter 
top directly opposite the pantry as though they didn't even 
register a threat, he'd taken up an overly relaxed stance to 
draw their attention, so they'd have to turn fully around to 
even glance in my direction. He had a good poker face, | 
couldn't tell whether he was bluffing. And I guess that was a 
real good thing. 


He was saying something about the park and the baby, and | 
realized he was making up a reason for me to be out. 
Something about the way he shrugged his shoulders made it 
casual, like he hadn't really been paying attention, and the 
louder of the two let out a grunt that sounded a lot like he 
believed him. 


My heartbeat sounded so loud that | was certain that all 
three of them must have been able to hear it, and if | let 
myself make any sound at all, then it wasn't just me who 


was going to be in trouble. | didn't dare think what they'd do 
to him if they found out he was lying right to their faces. 


| recognized one of the men as the guy who had approached 
me at the gate, and Viktor seemed to know him too. That 
could only mean that these were Pavalenko's men, and if 
Viktor didn't manage to convince him that he was on his 
side, then both of us were in a lot of trouble. 


| didn't doubt Viktor's ability to fight his way out of there, 
but the other two men were hardly pushovers and even | 
could see that there would be a bloodbath before any of us 
came out of it, and there was no guarantee that we would 
both be unscathed. While it was only the two, there could be 
a hundred more men waiting just outside for the all clear. To 
my mind it wasn't worth the risk to find out, and | really 
hoped that Viktor agreed with me. 


But trapped in the pantry, all | could do was trust him. | had 
to keep still and quiet, and hope that he found a way to get 
them out of there before they set up shop permanently, or 
took a disliking to him. | didn't dare think about what would 
happen if Maxim and Elizabeth came back to find them, or 
what I'd do if Viktor didn't come out on top. 


| knew enough about them to realize that it wouldn't be 
pretty if the Toropov's walked in on this. If they had the 
slightest notion of what they were going to be walking in on, 
then they would be fully capable of handling whatever came 
their way. But there was no way to let them know. And as far 
as | knew they had no reason to suspect that their home had 
been infiltrated. Potentially, | was sitting here waiting for a 
massacre to happen right in front of my eyes. 


CHAPTER 26 


Viktor 


Just as | had predicted, Pavelenko's men had come to the 
house. Only Lernov and the Gursky boy, Piotr younger 
brother, the man | had dispatched when he tried to shoot 
the Toropovs on the morning they moved in, had come 
inside, but | would have placed money on there being a van 
full of men waiting on the street for some preordained 
signal. 


No doubt there would be reinforcements in area, and if need 
be they would storm this place and leave no soul living. | 
prayed that Destiny would be able to get out without 
drawing their attention, because if she stayed hidden, 
sooner or later she would be found. 


| had to get her out, or she would surely die. 


With a cool head, | waved the pair through to the lavish 
living room with the excuse of grabbing a bottle of vodka 
and some glasses to toast our reconciliation. | could barely 
believe I'd got away with telling them that | was still on their 
side, and | knew | would have to flesh out my story, but | 
knew the pair of them, and neither of them had ever been 
too bright. 


| only had a handful of seconds to scribble out a note and 
grab the groundsman's keys from the shelf, before my delay 
would be noted. Without breaking stride, | went over to the 
panty, yanking the door open and crumpling the paper into 
Destiny's hand. 


"That is my sister Irena’s address," | told her, voice only as 
loud as I dared to raise it. Bad enough that | was speaking 


English at all, but it couldn't be helped. Whatever Destiny 
said, her Russian was not fluent enough to follow along with 
what | was telling her when no doubt she was already 
scared, and it was vital that she understood. If she slipped 
up, she would end up dead before | could do anything to 
stop it. And | wasn't prepared to let that happen. 


"You need to sneak out. Go there. Wait for me. They might 
have someone watching the gate. | will try to call them off. 
Look at me. You must not get caught. Don't speak to anyone 
until you arrive. Do not worry about the Toropovs. | will sort 
this out." 


Destiny's pale face nodded, but I'd never seen her eyes look 
so wide and | knew without being told that she was terrified. 
| didn't blame her. Fear was a healthy response to have. | 
just had to hope that she was level enough to keep her head 
despite it. 

| leaned down, pulling her into a fierce kiss and she let out a 
little whimper against my lips. It was agony to pull away, but 
| knew I had to. She had to leave with Alexei in order to keep 
them both safe. And | had to take my chances that | would 
be able to handle this situation and go to meet them again, 
once it was all over. 


"Speak to no one." 


Destiny nodded, bundling Alexei tighter in her arms as | 
steered her towards the back door. "I know. Viktor... Be 
careful." 


"I will be fine. Now, go. Before it is too late." 


Destiny 


Out of the back door, | crouched down, keeping Alexei 
bundled tight against my chest. The cold air was painful 
against my lungs and each breath of icy air chilled me from 


the inside out. | only had my slippers on, and | hadn't been 
able to grab my coat because it was upstairs and going 
straight out was the only thing that | could risk. 


Alexei started to whine again, and | rocked him a little 
desperately, hoping against hope that he didn't decide to 
have a fully justified melt down. At least, not until we got far 
enough away from here. If one of the men heard him crying 
and came to find out what was going on, then we were as 
good as dead. Or I would be. Alexei had value at least. They 
could use him as a bargaining chip, but | was just the 
babysitter, no one was going to start a gang war over me. If | 
got in the way, they'd just dispose of me. | had no illusions 
about that. 


| had no idea where | was going either, all | Knew was that | 
had to keep moving. 


At the back of the garden, there was a pedestrian gate that 
was always kept locked with a heavy padlock. One handed, | 
fumbled through the bunch of old keys to find the one that 
fit, desperation growing with each key that didn't fit. But 
finally, just as my knuckles were starting to seize up from 
the cold, | found one to fit. 


My breath rushed out of me in a visible cloud and | tugged 
at the icy padlock with my bare fingers, wrenching it off and 
pulling the garden gate open. The hinges creaked 
impossibly loudly and it felt like the scream of metal on 
rusted metal carried for miles and | froze for a long string of 
densely thudding heartbeats, convinced that it was all over 
because someone must have heard me. But there were no 
shouts, no sudden rush of footsteps in my direction and the 
garden was still and quiet. A crow in a nearby tree let out a 
territorial caw, startling me into moving again, and | carried 
on through the doorway in the wall, swinging the gate 
closed behind me and snapping the lock shut before my luck 
changed. 


On the other side of the wall was an alleyway that I'd never 
been in before, and | didn't know where | was going to end 
up when | came out of it. Left would lead me back to the 
road that swept along in front of the house, where | had no 
doubt someone would be waiting. I'd have to turn away from 
there and go right, heading off who knew where to make 
sure | could avoid them. 


Even head down and walking fast, | had to look conspicuous 
with a baby clutched to my chest wearing inside shoes and 
no coat in this weather. | was dreading the looks | was going 
to get when I made it to a main street. But for now my only 
thought was to keep on going. | had no other options. 


| had no map, so my only hope was to get to the touristy 
parts of town where | could hopefully pick one up and figure 
out where Viktor's sister's house was compared to me. | just 
had to pray that my language skills were up to translating 
all the street names. Thankfully, | always had my cell phone 
on me. | could get a Yandex Taxi through their app and get 
to Viktor's sister as soon as possible. 


| just had to hope she wasn't going to slam the door in my 
face when | got there. 


Viktor 


| picked the vodka bottle up by the neck and clustered three 
tumblers into my hand. With one last glance toward the 
pantry door where Destiny was hidden, | made my way out 
into the hall, towards the Toropov’s lounge, where I'd sent 
my ex-cronies ahead of me. 


The last thing | wanted to do was spill blood on the 
expensive rug, but if it came down to that, | didn't think that 
Maxim was going to mind. These thugs had come in here 
like amateurs, hoping to oust the longest running Bratva in 
the country while they were in the middle of a takeover. But 


| knew that they would have posted more men outside. They 
weren't total fools. I'd be lucky if it wasn't my blood that 
would be soaking into the carpet by the end of the day. 


It should have been laughable that they thought they could 
get away with marching in here and throwing their weight 
around. And | would have been laughing, if | had any backup 
at all. But | was the only one here holding the fort, and the 
only one for them to take out their frustrations on. 


"We heard a rumor, Viktor," Lernov husked out in his 
strained, scratchy voice that always sounded like he 
mainlined five packs of cigarettes a day. Only those close to 
him knew the gravely wheeze was the result of him coming 
up against the wrong side of a shank back in his early 
twenties. 


"What's that?" | clunked the glasses down on the sideboard 
and sloshed out full measures into each glass, not paying 
much attention to how much alcohol went into each one. | 
knew these men could drink like fish, and when it came to 
vodka, it may as well have been water to all of us. 


"That these people you are working for-" 
| cut him off. "Pretending to work for. | told you this." 


He narrowed his eyes at my interruption. "You should have 
told Pavelenko. He is not aware of this. But that is the line 
you are sticking to. | see. Anyway. The truth will come out. 
These people who live in this house. They are not employed 
by Yakov Timoshenko. He is not aware that they are even 
here." 


| handed the glasses out, careful not to show my surprise. 
"He says this? You think that he is lying?" 


| knew they didn't care either way, as long as they could 
figure out whether or not the takeover at the docks was a 
hostile move by the Bratva. A rogue individual was far easier 
to deal with than a fully organized, globally successful force. 


And if | could keep them convinced that I was only here to 
unravel whichever it was, from the inside, then the fact that 
they were in this house made no difference to anybody. 


Not as long as Maxim and Elizabeth knew there was a 
problem, and Destiny was hopefully on her way across the 
city with Alexei. | was the only one in harms way. 


Lernov knocked back his glass, emptying it swiftly before 
wiping his mouth with the back of his sleeve. "I think that he 
is afraid that people within his organization are working 
against him." 


| frowned before | could stop myself. This was news. "Why do 
you say that?" 


“Because he told us. He has asked us to keep an eye on this 
house because it is all Valentin Rozhkov who is pulling the 
strings with the people here. He said to me that Maxim 
Toropov has retired. So why is it that he is poking his nose 
into St Petersburg business, having meetings all over town? 
He should be settling down to enjoy being a family man. But 
yet he is very busy. | think that Timoshenko is very 
concerned if he is reaching out to us." 


My vodka burned down my throat as | swallowed it, but it did 
nothing to thaw the lump of ice that was suddenly solid in 
the pit of my stomach. Maxim hadn't said a word about 
being retired. Neither he nor Elizabeth acted as though they 
were, and | had seen the regular communications with 
Valentin, the infamous Bratva's second in command. 


I'd had no inkling that Valentin was doing this off the books, 
in his personal time. But if that was true, where did | stand? 


"Why are you telling me this?" 


Lernov set his glass on the table and his grin curled in with 
an icy glint in his eyes. "Because, my friend, | wanted to see 
your face when you found out that you picked the wrong 
side." 


| scoffed. Bluffing was the only weapon | had, but it didn't 
take much to push against the arrogance that Lernov 
displayed. He thought he was the hardest man around, but 
he was wrong. I'd done things he couldn't even imagine. 


“How many times must | tell you. | am with you, Lernov. So... 
there is a coup within the Bratva? That is what you are 
telling me." | wrinkled my nose. "What does this matter who 
they are if these people are taking away Pavelenko's 
business anyway?" 


"Because, my friend, you will have crossed us for nothing, 
and they will lose, because Timoshenko wants our loyalty. 
And then it will be us who are in the Bratva's favor, and you 
will be on the other side." 


My eyes hardened on his. "I did not cross you. And if you 
believed that, you would have put a bullet between my eyes 
twenty minutes ago. Shut up and have another drink." 


Lernov splayed his hands wide in an open palmed shrug as | 
leaned in to top up his glass and his jacket gaped open, 
showing the butt of his gun. "Perhaps. But perhaps | prefer 
you to do something to repay your debt to us before you die. 
Did you think of that?" 


| grinned, and knocked back another shot, not dignifying his 
question with an answer. There was nothing convincing that 
| could say, | had to hope I'd said enough. 


"I saw the news. This is why you come today?" 


Lernov nodded. "It has to be now. We must strike while the 
iron is hot, and they will know what the punishment is for. 
There is much work to undo that they have done." 


The glint in his eyes made my stomach sink. This was 
turning into more than a war between a disorganized and 
disloyal St Petersburg fraternity. | had never intended to be 
a part of the Moscow Bratva tearing itself apart. 


This was not what | needed. When | signed up with Maxim, it 
was on the understanding that it was the Bratva | was 
joining up with. The man had lied to my face, and he had 
snared both me and Destiny up in something far larger than 
we had known. 


"Timoshenko wishes for us to clean up the loose ends?" 


"Da. That is exactly so. And then, he has offered to take us 
under his wing in return for helping him with this favor." 


| gritted my teeth and let a slow huff of air flare my nostrils. 
All I'd wanted was to be a part of the Bratva, to share in the 
loyalty that the organization seemed to have. And it turned 
out it wasn't so simple after all. Did | switch sides now and 
join with the men I'd idolized, or stick where | was with the 
men who'd come to value me and hope for the best? 


Destiny would never forgive me if | did a thing to hurt Alexei 
or his parents. My choice was between the Bratva of the past 
and the Bratva of the future. Assuming Valentin managed to 
pull off whatever he was planning. 


| didn't know much about Timoshenko other than that the 
man was a living legend. | didn't think | would ever be put in 
a position to go against him. But then again, Valentin 
seemed to have Maxim and Elizabeth persuaded and | had 
to wonder how many more people he had on his side that 
Timoshenko would be seeking outside help. 


| stood up from the sofa again and grabbed for the vodka 
bottle, tipping more into each of our glasses. | certainly 
needed another drink after hearing all that. I'd never been 
one for making plans, but now it felt like the one thing I'd 
been banking on was disintegrating right in front of me. This 
was bad. 


| slugged back my glass before | set the bottle down, 
relishing the flare of heat down the back of my throat. Raw 


and real and grounding. | had to make a decision and it had 
to be now. 


The pair of them still didn't trust me, and while the ratio of 
two against one didn't bother me, the fact that they were 
both armed was going to make them more difficult to 
neutralize. 


Piotr's younger brother hadn't said a word the entire time 
but his eyes had stayed glued to me, taking everything in. | 
knew he didn't trust me one inch, and rightfully so. 
Whatever move | made, he'd be ready for it. | had to weigh 
up where my loyalties lay. 


"What do you want me to do to prove my loyalty?" 


"What do you think, Viktor? Don't tell me you have gone 
soft." 


"Of course not." 


"Well then. You must do what you say you came here to do. 
Nothing has changed, except that it is not the Bratva we are 
getting rid of. They are impostors, trying to insult our 
intelligence." 


| nodded. "I understand. Leave it with me." 


Lernov laughed. "My friend, we have come to help you. That 
is why we are here. To make sure the job is done. It will take 
more men than you to eliminate The Torpedo and his wife." 


| forced myself to laugh and | stood to go back to the 
sideboard, patting him solidly on the shoulder. "Then | am 
glad to see you, Lernov. It will be good to work together." 


CHAPTER 27 


Destiny 


More thankful for pre-loaded payment methods than | could 
properly process, | breathed a sigh of relief when the taxi 
app paired me with a driver and a call came through to 
confirm the booking. 


| struggled through, pulling out all of my best vocabulary to 
confirm that | did want picking up, and tried not to mangle 
the pronunciation of Viktor's sister's address entirely. | must 
have made enough sense because a few minutes later, a car 
with the plates | was expecting pulled up and | hustled 
Alexei into the back seat, so so grateful for the sudden rush 
of hot, dry air from the car's heating system. 


For a long stretch of minutes | just sat there, unable to work 
my fingers enough to clip in the seat belt. My fingers were 
numb and my feet felt like solid blocks of ice. | was seriously 
thinking my toes might fall off if | took my slippers off, and 
the heat was making them throb painfully, but it was so 
much better to be in here than out in the snow with no idea 
where to go next. 


| fumbled my phone out again, pressing ineffectively at 
buttons until | managed to get Elizabeth's number to come 
up and | hit call. The ringing seemed to last forever and then 
when the line opened out | died a little inside when it went 
to voicemail. 


| didn't know whether it was better or worse to leave a 
message. If someone else had her phone and she'd already 
been caught then saying anything would only serve to put 


Viktor in danger. But if they hadn't been caught, then unless 
| told them, they could walk into a massacre at home. 


| took a tense breath and started talking. "Hi Elizabeth, it's 
Destiny. | just wanted to let you know that Alexei and | are 
having a bit of an adventure away from home today.” | could 
hear the nerves in my voice and | hoped she could too. If the 
message | left was out of character enough then hopefully 
she'd realize there was a problem without me having to 
directly say so. "We've left Viktor at home and have gone off 
without the car for a change. So don't worry that it's still 
there when you get back home. We'll see you later, after our 
adventure. Don't worry, we'll stay safe!" 


My tone was entirely too cheerful, and | hoped it was 
obvious how overacted | was being. | hadn't said anything 
that could get Viktor into trouble, even if someone else 
heard the message and that was all | wanted to be sure of. 
Elizabeth was clever enough to realize that a message like 
that meant something strange was going on, particularly 
because I'd never done anything even vaguely similar 
before. 


But it was all out of my hands. | was in the back of a taxi 
going across the city to meet a woman who didn't even 
know who | was, and all | could do was pray that whatever 
happened back at the house was over and done with 
quickly. 


| stayed tense for the whole journey, hugging Alexei against 
my chest, watching the unfamiliar streets go by, trying to 
ignore the discomfort of my skin defrosting in favor of 
comforting Alexei. We could have been driving for twenty 
minutes or twenty hours and | wouldn't have been able to 
tell the difference. | didn't care. If | was moving then | wasn't 
a target. Alexei was safe. They had no way of finding us. But 
what | desperately wanted was to get to our destination and 
know that everything was going to be okay. 


The snowy streets seemed unfamiliar and hostile without 
Viktor by my side, and | had to wonder whether I was ever 
going to see him again. But | smothered that thought down 
when my frantic eyes settled on a row of shops that seemed 
familiar and suddenly, | did recognize something. 


The driver pulled the car up right in front of what | realized 
was the place Viktor had stopped off to get me my coat on 
the way back from the airport. Suddenly that made a whole 
lot of sense. 


Thanking the driver again, | got out of the car and made my 
way towards the entrance of the building that Viktor had 
disappeared inside weeks before. 


If there was an intercom, | didn't see it. Right inside the 
door, the hallway opened out to a tiled floor, and a wide, 
staircase swept up. If the floors above were anything like the 
ones below then there were four apartments on each level, 
two each side of the corridor. Maybe there would be larger 
ones too that had a whole side of the building from front to 
back. 


| peered up the winding steps and started up them, hoping 
that it would suddenly become clear which door | was 
supposed to knock on. Alexei let out a burble and | jiggled 
him on my hip as | squinted down at the address Viktor had 
scribbled down for me. Thank God they didn't use Cyrillic 
numerals. 


"Okay. Here goes nothing. Let's hope she's in, huh? 
Otherwise | don't know what we're going to do." 


Sounding far more confident than | felt, | gave a solid rap on 
the door and waited with my breath caught in my throat as | 
heard footsteps approach. There was a pause and | smiled at 
the peephole, hoping that whoever was on the other side 
didn't think | looked too much like a lunatic. 


The door pulled in, and a pair of eyes that could have been 
taken directly out of Viktor's face blinked at me. 


"Zdravstvuj," | tried, doing my best to remember all of my 
Russian vocabulary. Hello was as good a place as any to 
start. | introduced myself and she started to look suspicious, 
eyeing my sodden slippers and Alexei's tear-streaked face 
and | got the distinct impression that if | didn't say the right 
thing soon, she was going to slam the door in my face 
because | must have looked a whole lot like some kind of 
beggar. 


"Your brother," | tried. "Viktor. He sent me." She looked 
surprised and then shocked, her eyes widening as she stared 
at Alexei. 


"He not live here. I'm sorry | cannot help you." 


"Oh, no. | Know that. This isn't his baby! It's not even mine. 
I'm a nanny. We work for the same employer... the same 
people. " 


She blinked at me, and for a long minute her face had the 
exact same inscrutable neutrality that Viktor's took on when 
he clearly disapproved of what was going on. 


“Look. Some people Viktor used to work for came to the 
house. They wanted to hurt the baby, and... he got me out, 
told me to come here until he could fetch me. | swear, | 
won't be any trouble, but it’s so cold out there, and | don't 
even have a coat on and I'm really worried Alexei's going to 
get sick if | can't warm him up properly. Please can | come 
in?" 

Her eyes flickered down to Alexei again, and again she 
looked me over, her grip on the door tight as though | was 
going to barge my way inside unless she stood her ground. 
Behind her, inside the apartment, | caught a glimpse of a 
little boy peering down the corridor from one of the other 


rooms, and then sneaking along to a nearer doorway, like a 
little prairie dog, popping its head up as he scurried along. 


| grinned at him, and his smile widened sheepishly. Irena 
turned to glance over her shoulder and let out a frustrated 
sigh. 


"I told you to wait in the kitchen. Go on. Off you go." 


She turned back to me, letting out another sigh. "Fine. Come 
in. But | don't want any trouble." 


"Oh, | definitely don't want any of that either. Thank you, so 
much. | really appreciate this. I'm sure he'll be here before it 
even gets dark out." 


Even | could tell that was optimistic. The day was already 
drawing to an abrupt close and the dusk had been on my 
heels as | made my way into the building. 


Awkwardly, | stepped into her hall and toed off my sodden 
slippers, hoping that | wasn't about to trail wet footprints 
across her carpets. 


She had a very nice home and | could tell she was proud of 
her home. The last thing | wanted was to cause her any 
unnecessary work. 


"Where is your coat?" 


| felt myself blush. She had the exact, same disapproving 
tone as Viktor had when he'd asked that. "I had to leave it 
behind. There wasn't time for me to grab it." 


She rolled her eyes. "Always everything Viktor does is so 
dangerous. It is not the life for someone like you. What are 
you doing with yourself to be here?" 


| pressed my lips together instead of shooting something 
back. She was right. I'd been thinking exactly the same 
things since I'd gotten here. But she was wrong too. "It's not 
his fault. He's not doing anything he shouldn't do. He's 


been... like a bodyguard, | guess. Security. And he's been 
great at it. It's the other men who are causing the problem." 


Irena grunted, folding her arms across her chest, and she 
nodded for me to go through. 


Along the walls of the hall were family photographs that 
showed her and her boys along with a man with tightly 
pinched features and the kind of suit that bureaucrats wear. 
Nothing flashy, just fancy and slightly crumpled at the 
elbows and knees from being worn day in, day out. | 
doubted either of them had a single tattoo between them. 


Like | could talk. | didn't have any either. But then, | wasn't 
family to the man. Not yet. Even though | planned to be. 
One day. If he'd have me. 


| noticed with a pang that there were no pictures of Viktor. 
Not one. 


With a jolt, | realized I'd like to make a home for him, like 
this one. But better. One where his picture was right there 
along with everyone else's. 


"Is you that he borrowed Mama's coat for?" 
"Um. | guess so." 


| bit my lip. Why had he sent me here if his sister didn't get 
on with him? She'd definitely been prepared to send me 
away if she thought | was more trouble than | was worth. 


"| see." Whether or not that was a good thing, | had no idea. 
The woman made me nervous and | was really hoping that 
Viktor wouldn't take too long to get there. 


In the kitchen she seemed to soften a little, and she 
gestured to the table for me to sit down. Her little boy was 
sitting swinging his legs back and forth with evident 
excitement, half way through what must have been his 
dinner. | was losing track of time. 


"Would you like some tea?" 


"Oh, yes please. That would be great." 
"Has baby eaten?" 


| grimaced, knowing it didn't look even remotely good that | 
had nothing at all on me to look after Alexei. "No. | should 
pop down to the shops and get him some diapers and 
things..." | made to reach for my wallet, remembered that | 
didn't have it, and sagged back into my chair. 


Irena made a tutting sound. "I have everything for babies 
here. You not need to go to shop." 


"Really?" Suddenly | didn't know why I was remotely 
surprised. This woman was formidable. A real force of nature, 
and from the pictures in the hall | could see that this was 
only the youngest of her brood. "That's great. Thank you." 


"Good. If Viktor has taken a shine to you, you must be 
special. This has never happened." 


The stovetop kettle boiled and she poured the water into a 
teapot, setting it down in the center of the table along with 
a pair of mugs. 


"Never?" Already | was warming up, and it felt like Irena was 
thawing out a little too. I'd never expected that Viktor saw 
me as So special, but Irena nodded. 


"Never before he has mentioned any woman. With you, he 
comes here for fetch you warm coat, and then he sends you 
here too." 


My smile curled up automatically, and | could feel myself 
glowing at the idea that he was sharing me with his family 
and his family with me, even if they didn't approve of his 
lifestyle. 


"He's a good man." 
Irena laughed. "I think you do not know him well enough." 


"No, | do. | know... what he's done. In the past. But he's 
doing everything he can to make a new start. If you give him 
a chance to prove that to you, he'll show you too." 


Suddenly, it was really important to me to get her to see 
that. | wanted the best for Viktor, whether or not we were 
together in the long term. Deep down | really hoped that we 
would be, and maybe it was selfish to want us not to be 
entirely on our own. Family had been important to me 
growing up, even if I'd barely had any of it after my parents 
died, and it was madness to think that Viktor could be living 
in the same city as his sister and yet hardly ever see her. 


Irena pursed her lips and for a minute I thought she was 
going to brush off what | was saying, but instead she 
reached across the table and squeezed my wrist gently. "It is 
good that you care about my brother like this. I think there 
have not been many people like you in his life." 


As ridiculous as it was, that brought a lump to my throat and 
| had to struggle to keep my smile on my face. "You are 
hungry, yes? We will eat dinner together. My husband will be 
back late, but the children will be home soon. Come, we can 
cook together." 


| nodded, more touched than she could have realized that 
she was including me so easily when only a short time ago 
she had barely wanted to let me through the door. 


"Viktor will be along soon and then | can get out of your 
hair." 


Irena shrugged. "I hope so. But there will be bed with clean 
sheets for you." 


"Thank you." 


| didn't know what I was going to do if Viktor didn't show up 
before the night drew in. I'd be sick with worry thinking 
about what might have happened to him and whether or not 
it was safe to go back. 


CHAPTER 28 


Viktor 


| had no way of Knowing whether Maxim had picked up the 
voicemail that | had left earlier, or even if he was still in 
possession of his phone. For all | knew, Lernov had only 
come here to taunt me and the Toropovs had already been 
disposed of. But | had to assume that was not the case. 


| didn't let myself think about the army of men who would 
no doubt be scouring the city looking for Destiny and Alexei. 
Perhaps if his parents were dead then they would let them 
go. 

What greater snub to your enemy and warning to any who 
tried to move against you in the future than to take their son 
and raise him as their own. Unfortunately, | strongly 
suspected that Pavelenko would rather have blood. 


They had come here to end Maxim, and take his family along 
with him, dealing a lethal blow to Valentin's efforts to control 
the city. And unless | was seen to help them achieve their 
aim, then Pavelenko's men would end me too. 


The only signal | could give lay with the Russian doll 
standing tall in the window. But both Lernov and Piotr's 
brother would realize in an instant that something was going 
on if | simply strolled over there and picked it up. 


Piotr's kid brother wouldn't take his eyes off me, and | 
realized he hadn't downed the last shot | gave him. | leaned 
in, topping up his glass. 

"Your brother," | started, and for the first time his expression 
changed, anger opening out a little more plainly onto his 


features at my arrogance in bringing him up. There was only 
one way | knew how to play this, and | hoped it was going to 
work out. 


"What about him?" 
"| was there, when Maxim killed him." 


His eyebrows rose up towards his hairline, and in that 
instant | saw that | truly had his ear. He believed that version 
of what had happened, and that was only because it made 
sense to him. 


"Why didn't you stop him?" 


"| didn't have the chance. The best | could do was work my 
way in here to take revenge another way." 


"But that was weeks ago. Why is he still alive?" 


| shrugged. "I have been waiting until he thinks that he has 
won. And then, we can both watch his face when we slit his 
wife's throat in front of him, and he realizes where his 
arrogance has got him." 


Piotr's brother paled a little but nodded stiffly. | could only 
hope it was enough to gain his trust. 


“Look at this," | said, pulling on a sneer as | strode over to 
the window and picked up the over-sized Matryoshka doll. 
"He has this in his window to prove how Russian he is, but 
the pair of them, they are both British. He speaks like a 
foreigner, his Russian roots are too deeply buried. And then 
he comes here and thinks he can take our city? No. Enough 
IS enough." 


| tossed the doll to Piotr’s brother and he caught it one 
handed. Just as I'd hoped he saw no guile in what | was 
doing. Why would he? 


"This is tourist junk." 


"For tourist Russian," | agreed, watching as the Piotr’s 
brother stood from the couch, setting the clustered dolls 
down on the floor, and stamping down hard on the thin 
lacquer shell of them, until they splintered and cracked into 
smithereens. 


Lernov snorted, chuckling to himself and he shook his head. 
“Enough. He should be back by now. Where is he?" 


| shrugged, pulling my gun out to check that it was loaded, 
testing my grip, lining up my sights, preparing for what we 
were going to do, as though | was prepared to fight, side by 
side next to these men who had shown me less comradeship 
in my entire life than Maxim and Elizabeth had shown me in 
the time I'd spent under their roof. 


Destiny 


It was getting dark, and | couldn't stop myself from looking 
out the window every chance | got, hoping to see Viktor 
pulling up outside and coming in through the door. 


Irena had closed the curtains earlier and had asked me to 
set the table for dinner. | was surprised that she only put out 
plates for us and the kids. 


"My husband is very busy man. He will eat at office. There is 
much work to do for him today. Many things have changed." 
she'd said. 


| didn't entirely understand what she meant, but I knew | 
agreed with her. After today | might not have a boss any 
longer, Alexei might not have parents, | might never see 
Viktor again. But God | hoped it didn't pan out that way. 


"You are worried about my brother." 


| nodded, leaning on my elbow next to my empty plate. The 
kids were off watching TV and playing with Alexei in the 
lounge, and the two of us were sitting lingering over the last 


of the cake. "Yes. He should have come by now. Don't you 
think so?" 


"I think that sometimes men's work takes as long as it 
takes." 

"And what about women's work?" 

Irena laughed. "Oh, this is never done." 


| smiled, feeling a bit better now that she was making me 
laugh. However distant her relationship with her brother had 
become, | liked this woman, and | hoped if Viktor came 
through this without harm, that maybe she would let herself 
get to know him again. "You're right about that." 


She touched my wrist and patted it gently. "Things will work 
out. There have been worse days than this." 


| drew in a breath, looking towards the closed curtains again 
and then off towards the front door at the end of the hall, as 
though Viktor might knock at any moment. 


"I know. We've just got to wait it out." 


CHAPTER 29 


Viktor 


Waiting had always been the worst part of the job. It took 
nerves of steel to stand your ground, and stay solid in the 
path that you had chosen. Even now | was running a 
thousand different outcomes in my head. 


What would | do when Maxim came through that door? Did | 
care enough about saving him to sacrifice myself? The 
answer to that was clear to me. Destiny was the only one 
that truly mattered and | would do anything it took to get 
back to her and make sure that she was safe from all of this. 
Sides didn't matter any longer. Not when it came to her. 


| settled into position, flanking the other side of the hall from 
my two companions. 


Lernov gestured to me at the sound of footsteps 
approaching on the snow outside and | nodded shortly and 
the three of us went in formation, watching each other's 
backs. | knew | wasn't the only one aware of just how deadly 
Maxim could be. If it truly was Maxim about to burst in. 


Piotr’s brother had his gun in his sweaty grip and he had 
already positioned himself with a view straight to the front 
door. | could see the way they'd planned for this to go - a 
clean kill, with Maxim ambushed. But it wasn't going to pan 
out that way. 


| doubt they had factored Elizabeth in at all. And from 
knowing her the little that I did, | Knew that was a mistake. 


"You should be the one to take Maxim down," | told the kid, 
aware that he was the least experienced of all of us. If 


anyone fumbled a shot, it was going to be him. He looked 
nervous. Probably he had never taken a life. And he'd been 
winding himself up over this for weeks. That didn't make for 
cool detachment and a clear head. 


All the same, he nodded at me earnestly, changing his grip 
on the gun. | could tell he was trying to look like he knew 
what he was doing. But | wasn't even close to being fooled. 


I'd done all | could in warning Maxim, and it was a surprise 

when the man simply turned his key in the lock and walked 
in through the front door like he wasn't expecting us to be 

here. 


| gritted my teeth, striding forward, gun held high. "Maxim! 
You lying piece of shit! You are not Bratva!" 


He held his hands up, eyes wide and my stomach sank as | 
realized that maybe he had no plan after all. Maybe he 
hadn't seen the doll gone, didn't think my message meant 
anything. 


"Oh come now, Viktor. No hard feelings. What's all this?" 


"You're going to pay," I told him, body blocking him from the 
others as | threatened him with my gun. "You killed his 
brother the day you moved in here and you have tried to 
take over the wrong crime gang. I spit on you and your 
disloyalty." 


His eyes shifted to the Piotr’s brother and back to me with a 
ripple of understanding at my outright lie, pinning Piotr's 
death on him instead of me, and | gave him a muted nod, 
dipping my head as much as | thought | could without the 
other two noticing. And I held my position firm. 


"Enough!" Lernov barked. "On your knees, Torpedo." 


Maxim tilted his head and pulled a tight smile. "Well, | never 
did think it would come to this. Well played, gentlemen." 


He raised his arms up above his head, elbows out to the 
sides and his eyes tracked mine as he knelt down. They slid 
sharply down to the side and | caught the motion, knowing 
in an instant that he was telling me to go for his pocket. | 
had to do something, or there wasn't going to be another 
chance. 


"Gursky!" | called, beckoning Piotr’s brother. "Come." 


And then, in one swift move, | turned, shoving my gun into 
Maxim's waiting hand, and reaching for the one in his 
pocket. 


The pair of us turned in unison. My first shot clipped Lernov 
and his gun skidded across the tiles as he dropped to the 
ground. 


Gursky ducked and Maxim's bullet missed him. Neither of us 
had time for regrets. Back to back, we kept the wall behind 
us and our guns trained on the two men who had thought 
this would be so easy. 

Bleeding heavily, Lernov ducked behind the dining room 
door, pulling Gursky in with him to give the pair of them 
some cover, some time to regroup. Not that that was going 
to help them now. 

"Thank you for the heads up, Viktor. Glad to see you have 
everything under control." 


| shrugged. "Of course." 


A shout from outside was the first sign of what was going to 
come next. 

The pair of us turned to glance through the living room to 
the window at the front of the house as the unmistakable 
rattle of Uzi submachine gun fire reached us. 


ul Shit." 


| looked at Maxim and his eyes darkened. The both of us 
knew that the shots we'd fired in the house had summoned 


reinforcements, and this was them making their presence 
known. 


On the other side of the wall, things were kicking off, but 
inside the house we had to hold our nerve. There was no 
other choice but to fight like we were on the winning side. 


"What is going on?" Lernov's irritated voice reached us 
through the silence in the house after a burble of static, and 
| realized he had a radio receiver, that he must have been 
speaking to whoever was outside. There was another buzz of 
static in return. He growled." You are supposed to hold fire 
until we are clear" 


If it wasn't going to be a bloodbath before, it certainly was 
going to be one now. 


There were too many guns, too many men and too many 
ragged tempers. There was only one way that this was going 
to pan out. 


Maxim pinged off another shot towards the door our friends 
were cowering behind, and | stalked forward, darting closer 
along the hall, out of their sight line. 


Suddenly silence fell and in the absence of the shots, | could 
hear my heart beating in my ears. Maxim signaled me closer 
to the door, gesturing for me to circle around and come 
through from the other side. | had forgotten about the 
connecting door that the cook used to bring food from the 
staff side to the dining room to keep it from going cold, but 
he was right - it was the best way to get to them. 


| ducked back through the staff quarters, low to the ground 
past the windows to avoid attracting fire. | had to move 
quickly to secure the house before we got ourselves any 
more trouble from outside to deal with too. 


Through the kitchen, | caught a glimpse of the garden gates. 
Wrenching metal on metal of the gates bursting off their 


hinges as a car ploughed its way into the garden was just 
the distraction | needed to open the dining room door. 


Time was running out as | took my aim while the pair 
gawked through the window, and | let off a round of shots in 
quick succession. No time for fancy marksmanship or 
checking the target. | needed him dead. 


Lernov slumped forward, forever silenced, and next to him, 
Gursky's eyes widened. | knew that look of fear. 


He let out a guttural shout, emptying the whole of his clip in 
my direction, and | closed my eyes bracing for impact. But 
his hand was shaking so badly not a single bullet found its 
home. 


"Gursky, put the gun down. You can make a different 
choice." | strode towards him, my gun still high, aimed at his 
head although the last thing | wanted was to put a bullet 
through this innocent's brain. 


He shook his head, but his eyes were brimming tears and he 
wasn't moving a muscle. 


"Piotr died because he killed people. That's not your life yet. 
You can walk away kid" 


The only thing | knew was that the pair of us were both 
standing in the window, and that made us targets. Whoever 
was in that car would be on us any minute, and it was not a 
good place to be. 


| ducked down to pocket Lernov's radio, gun still leveled on 
Gursky, though I knew | wouldn't have to use it. 


"This way. Move!" 


| grabbed a handful of the kid's collar and pulled him to his 
feet, dragging him back out to the hall. Then | slammed the 
door closed before we had another line of attack to deal 
with. 


Maxim nodded to me as he grabbed Gursky and shoved him 
down onto the ground. He skittered back until he had his 
back against the wall. "Stay there." 


Automatically, we took up position back to back, me 
guarding the front of the house, Maxim guarding the back. If 
we died today, he had my back and | had his, and that was 
all the brotherhood I'd ever been after. 


"Do you believe in God, Maxim?" 
"Afraid not, Viktor." 
"That's too bad. | will pray for the both of us." 


Getting out of this alive seemed like a far-fetched notion in 
the midst of a gunfight. Maxim and | were outnumbered, ten 
to one, but | was going to do everything in my power to get 
back to Destiny. Silently, desperately, | vowed that nothing 
was going to keep me away from her. Not even the whole of 
St Petersburg going up in flames. 


| zoned my attention in on the door, senses on high alert, 
listening for any clue as to what was happening outside in 
the gathering darkness. The machine gun fire had stopped 
and so had the shouting. In my pocket, the radio was silent. 


Then, all of a sudden, there was the sound of breaking glass 
and | shifted around towards it, swinging my gun in the 
direction of the sound - towards the staff quarters. 


The door opened slowly and I held my nerve, finger on the 
trigger, ready to shoot as soon as I| had a viable target. 


"Hold your fire Viktor " It took me a moment to recognize 
Elizabeth's voice, but Maxim must have known her in an 
instant. He wheeled around towards her as the door swung 
open, bristling and ready to rip the head off whoever had 
her. 


But she was on her own. Relief made my shoulders sag and | 
hung back as Maxim pulled her into his arms. She kissed 


him hard, and | felt a pang of regret that | was here, instead 
of with Destiny. But this had been the best way to keep her 
from harm. 


| let them have their moment, still on high alert because we 
weren't out of the woods yet. 


"What happened to all Pavelenko's backup?" | asked once 
they'd pulled away from each other? 


Elizabeth glanced over her shoulder, back into the room 
she'd just come out of, and | realized there was a man 
standing there too. 


On instinct my grip on my gun tightened, but Maxim let out 
a laugh, 


"It is all taken care of, thanks to you and your sister's 
husband, Viktor." 


The man stepped forward into the light of the hall, and | 
realized | was standing face to face with Valentin himself. He 
held out the pair to the radio | had in my pocket and when | 
took it off him, | realized the sticky substance on the side 
was someone's blood. The man wasn't just a figurehead who 
looked good in a suit. Not if what had happened outside was 
anything to go by. 


"Good to see you, Valentin." Maxim said. 


"I wouldn't leave you out here all on your own, Maxim. 
Although, it seems that between the two of you, | could 
have. We have a bit of a clean up job to do, l'm afraid." 


Maxim shrugged. "I'm sure it's nothing we can't handle. 
Looks like it's going to be a long night, Viktor." 


| nodded, and Valentin slapped me on the back. "A very 
good day's work. | am impressed with what you have done 
here. And now, St Petersburg is ours. I'd like to formally 
welcome you under our roof." 


| shook Valentin's hand when he offered it to me, but it still 
felt unreal even hearing the words come out of his mouth. 
"What happened to Pavelenko?" 


"| have absolutely no idea. But he won't be causing us any 
problems, that is for sure." 


Elizabeth laughed. "That's the understatement of the 
century. Come on you two. Let's get started on this mess. I'd 
like to get some sleep tonight, if that's possible." She walked 
up to the front door, and opened it, surveying the 
bloodstained snow and bullet-ridden facade with a weary 
sigh. 


In the corner Gursky let out a squeak and we all turned to 
stare at him in unison. 


"Who's that?" 


"He's a nobody, who should know better than to be here," | 
said, and crouched down next to him. "You're going to go out 
into the world and forget about all of this, isn't that right, my 
friend. You're going to get a proper job and stop trying to 
chase this life because | can tell you right now, it is not for 
you." 


Gursky nodded, looking shell-shocked and almost 
hypnotized. When | looked up, Valentin had a tight 
expression on his face. "Is that a good idea?" 


| shrugged. "Give him a job. Keep him close. He shouldn't 
have been here. He's not made for killing." 


"You've got a good heart, Viktor. | like that in my men. I think 
we are going to get along very well. Tomorrow, | will come 
and find you. And we will discuss your future, yes?" 


"Yes. | would like that very much." 


"For now, | will see to this. And | trust, Maxim, Elizabeth, that 
you can make the rest of this disappear?" 


Elizabeth smiled. "Of course we can Valentin. When have we 
ever let you down?" 


Maxim pulled his phone out the moment Valentin walked out 
of the house, and Elizabeth went straight through to the 
kitchen, coming back a moment later with a roll of trash 
bags and a hell of a lot of cleaning equipment. "Quicker we 
get this done the better." 


"Couldn't agree more, darling." Maxim handed me the snow 
shovel that was leaning up by the front door, just inside the 
porch, and then paused, brows knitting together. 


"No offence Viktor, very glad you're not dead and 
everything, but where /s our son? And our babysitter? There 
are a couple of people in Miami who will string me up by my 
testicles if anything happened to her." 


"Never mind about your friends in Miami, | would do the 
same." 

Maxim smiled. "Oh really? Well that's a turn up for the 
books. I'm very pleased for you." 

Elizabeth looked up from pulling the black plastic bags off 
the reel with an impatience in her eyes. "Our son, Viktor..?" 

| smiled. "Don't worry. He is safe. They're both with my sister. 
We can go to them as soon as we're done here. | have a 
Spare key." 

| could see the relief flood through her, and the tension in 


her shoulders eased. "I Knew you two would do the right 
thing. You're the perfect pair. Didn't | say so, Maxim?" 


"That you did, darling. That you did." 


CHAPTER 30 


Destiny 


"Viktor" | couldn't stop the relief in my voice as he opened 
the door to the room | was sleeping in. | recognized him 
immediately, even in the dark, and | was already sitting up, 
pulling the sheets around my naked body. 


"Hush. You will wake the whole house." 


| moderated myself, but | couldn't stop the strength of my 
smile. "You're okay." He nodded, and that was all | really 
cared about. All day I'd been thinking the worst, worrying 
over what might have happened after | snuck out of the 
house. There were so many scenarios | could paint, and none 
of them ended well for him. "What happened? How did you 
get out?" 


He shook his head. "Don't ask when you won't like the 
answer. | am fine. All the Bratva is fine. How are you?" 


He sat down on the bed next to me, setting down his 
tumbler of Vodka that chinked with all the ice cubes in it. 


"I'm ok. | got so cold. But I'm okay now." 


He cupped my hands in his, rubbing at them, though now 
there was no sign at all of the raw redness that had made 
them sting all over as | warmed up hours earlier. "I will keep 
your warm." 


"I know you will." 


He leaned in to kiss against my collarbone and | melted 
against him, letting out a soft, breathy moan. | hadn't 
realized how much the thought of maybe never seeing him 
again had affected me, but it was undeniable now. | reached 


up to smooth my fingers through his hair, needing to touch 
him to know that he was real. 


He pulled the covers away, and | lay back with my breasts 
bared to him, feeling the rise and fall of my chest with every 
breath. And his eyes roved over me in the pins and needles 
blackness. 


"How cold did you get?" 


| bit my lip, watching him scoop an ice cube out of his glass. 
"Absolutely freezing." 


| gasped as he pressed the cube to my skin, trailing it slowly 
down between my breasts, leaving a melted trail of water 
and a red tinge to my skin. It reminded me of the stinging in 
my hands and feet when they'd gone from numb to feeling 
again, but it was far subtler. My sole focus was on that little 
cube, and | gasped, arching up as he trailed it down past my 
rib cage, and then brought it back up higher again, teasing 
me. 


| flinched as he pressed it against my tense nipples, rimming 
them with it until they ached with the cold. "Viktor, 
please..." 


"What is it that you want?" 
"Your mouth. Please." 


His hot, skillful tongue darted down to each of my nipples in 
turn and I nearly came right there and then when he drew 
one into his mouth, sucking a hard kiss right over the 
darkened circle of my areola. My hands grasped at the 
velvety hair painted close to his scalp, finding his ears to 
hang onto as his tongue trailed lower still. 


| was never going to get enough of what he could do to me. 
But tonight it was my turn. 


| pulled him up, struggling to sit and face him, desperate for 
a long, solid kiss and Viktor let me ease his sweater off over 


his head. My eyes flashed to his as | tugged at his belt 
buckle and | watched them shift to that dangerous, darker 
blue as his pupils blew wide with lust. 


"You're wearing way too many clothes," | whispered, and | 
didn't need to tell him twice. All at once, he was standing up 
to strip his pants off and | reached for another ice cube out 
of his tumbler. 


"What are you doing with that?" 


"Come here and you'll find out." | beckoned him back over, 
reaching for his cock and drawing him by it. He knelt tall in 
front of me, and | looked up at him with hooded eyes before 
licking the ice cube to get it to melt at the edges. 


Viktor's mouth hinged open like he couldn't believe what he 
was seeing. And I was only just getting started. 


Carefully, | smoothed the melting cube over his fat, red cock 
head, watching him flinch away from me and hiss as | drew it 
down the hard, solid side of him. And then | dipped my head, 
following the trail of ice melt with the very tip of my tongue. 


Breathing in deep, | got the musky, manly smell of him, and 
| loved it. He was mine and | wanted to draw him deep into 
my mouth and taste him. 


Viktor let out a stunted groan, and | shifted back against the 
pillows, sitting more upright as | drew him back with me, one 
hand pressed tight to his perfect ass. 


His strong arms braced against the wall above the 
headboard and he looked down at me, into the middle of the 
pitched triangle his body had created, keeping eye contact 
with me as | trailed my tongue tip around his head again, 
and then ducked down lower to draw him fully into my 
mouth. 


Before Viktor, I'd never understood why someone would 
want to suck anyone's cock, but with him | understood 


completely. His cock was mine, and it was perfect, gorgeous, 
meant for me. | couldn't get enough. Just the thought of 
doing this had me salivating and the reality of having my 
mouth filled up completely was more than | could have 
wanted. 


My clit was throbbing with arousal and Viktor shifted one 
knee, pressing it between my legs as though he knew | 
needed the friction to buck against. | was already wet as | 
hollowed my cheeks and drew my mouth as far down him as 
| could go, almost gagging myself in my effort to take him all 
in. My hands curled around the base of his impressive shaft 
and | hummed out a moan. 


Already | could taste the salt of him, promising far far more, 

and | was hungry for it. He let out a groan as the vibration of 
my humming travelled right through him, and | felt his cock 
throb against my lips as | worked him up and down. 


| didn't care about the ache building in my jaw as I took him 
into my mouth again and again, letting my tongue play over 
him as | hooded my teeth with my lips so they didn't scrape 
at his skin. My hands tightened and released around him in 
time with the bobbing of my head and | heard Viktor's 
breathing level out in time. 


| loved that he was letting me do this for him, and I loved 
the way | had such total control over him like this. He might 
have been above me, pushing me back against the wall, but 
| knew | had his pulse right where | could squeeze it tight. | 
let out another hum, dropping one hand to cup his heavy 
balls. 


They were ready to spill, and | was ready to push him over 
the edge so that | could drink all of him down. 


He thrust in a little more sharply, hips bucking as though he 
was losing control, and | hummed again, quickening my 
pace and drawing out my long, slurping strokes. His hands 


fisted into my hair, tugging painfully and I loved every 
second of it. | had to have him, and | wanted him to fuck my 
mouth as hard as he needed to to get there. 


With a groan he thrust more deeply, and | kept right on 
going, encouraging him with little slurping moans as | 
struggled against all the saliva building, keeping his cock 
slick. He pounded against my soft palate and | opened my 
mouth wider, amazed with myself as | felt him press deeper 
into my throat. 


And then his balls tensed and Viktor let out a muffled shout, 
gripping my hair tightly as he emptied his load straight into 
my mouth. | swallowed greedily, refusing to gag even as the 
gushing rush of his seed threatened to overwhelm me. | 
pulled off with a sticky slurp, wiping my mouth as the cum | 
couldn't manage dribbled down my chin. 


Viktor's eyes were hazy with pleasure and | felt a heady 
swell of triumph surge through me that | had sated him so 
completely. 


But Viktor was a gentleman and when he sank down onto 
the bed beside me, he pulled me into his lap, kissing me 
thoroughly as he fucked me with his broad fingers. | 
groaned, clenching tight around his knuckles as my leaking 
pussy drenched his hand and | bucked against him, taking 
everything | could, grinding against his lap. 


It was messy and inelegant and it was perfect. With him 
none of that mattered. It was just us. 


| loved this man, | realized. | wanted every part of him and | 
wanted what we had together to last forever. It wasn't only 
sex. If he hadn't come to find me, if something had 
happened to him because he'd smuggled me out of the 
Toropov's house, | would have died. 


"Oh Viktor. Oh just like that." He always knew how to touch 
me so that | saw stars and now was no exception. He found 


my g-spot with startling accuracy, driving his fingers in deep 
against it and doing something amazing to stroke fire right 
through me. It didn't matter whether it was with his mouth, 
his hands or his cock, everything Viktor did to me made me 
want to scream with pleasure. 


I'd never tire of falling into bed with him. He made me feel 
like the sexiest woman alive. Straddling him, | could have 
been a goddess. | felt like one, with my hair tumbling over 
my shoulders and the sexiest man | knew groaning kisses 
against my breasts and my collarbone and my lips. 


It didn't take long for him to get hard again, and before | 
knew it, he'd flipped me onto my back and he was hitching 
my thighs wide and high. 


"Yes - God yes. Fuck me Viktor" | didn't care what | sounded 
like. When he came along the good little girl in me vanished 
and all | wanted was to have him as fast and as hard as | 
could. 


| groaned at the loss when he pulled his fingers out of me, 
but | barely had time to feel the emptiness before he was 
filling me up again with his throbbing cock. I'd thought he 
was hard before, but his cock seemed to grow with every 
thrust, stretching me tighter and tighter around him until | 
was groaning and writhing. 


The only thing that mattered was him. | could barely move 
except to follow the motion of his hips like some kind of 
wanton whore. That's exactly what | was when it came to 
him. | was addicted to his cum and | couldn't get enough of 
it. 

Just when | thought | couldn't take any more | felt him pulse 
deep inside me and he shot hard against my walls, filling me 
up. | groaned hard, my back arching sharply up as my vision 
went black and my body convulsed like he'd hit me with a 
thousand volts. He kept right on thrusting and another wave 


of pleasure followed the first, hitting me so hard | could 
barely breathe. 


When it was finally over, all the strength had left my body 
and it took me a long stretch of time to realize | was right 
back in the room and Viktor had me cradled in his arms. 


"Welcome back." 


"Hello." | grinned at him a little sheepishly, stretching 
luxuriously, still loving the tingle of satisfied pleasure 
running through me. "That was... pretty mind blowing." 


Viktor grinned." You definitely blew something." 


| let out a laugh, and rolled my eyes at him, snuggling closer 
to his bare chest. | trailed my fingers through the hair 
covering his pecs, enjoying the feeling of relaxation flowing 
through me. "Are we safe now?" 


Viktor pressed a possessive kiss to the side of my head. "Yes. 
You never have to worry about anything ever again." 


| let out a breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding, feeling 
myself sag gratefully against his steely body. There was 
nowhere else in the world | felt more protected than here. 
"As long as I'm with you, | know it." 


"So stay with me always." 


| turned in his arms to look at him in the dark, but he already 
had his eyes closed and had shifted, letting out a tired, 
content sound as he got more comfortable. His words made 
me glow, and | hoped they were more than just pillow talk. | 
wanted nothing more in the world than to do just that. 


"Okay," | whispered, hardly believing that my brain hadn't 
spun me a thousand different objections. 


| settled down against his chest again, unable to keep the 
grin off my face. Chloe was going to have a fit when | told 
her | wasn't planning on coming back home any longer, but 
how could | ever go back after all of this? 


CHAPTER 31 


Destiny 


Viktor wasn't in the bed when | woke up in the morning and 
there was a moment of panic, a thought that I'd dreamed 
him coming to me in the middle of the night, until | realized | 
could hear the low down burr of his voice travelling through 
the apartment. 


Pulling on my clothes from the day before, and combing my 
fingers through my hair, | went to investigate. 


There was a man in an expensive looking suit standing in 
the middle of the living room when | walked in and he was 
deep in conversation with Viktor. 


Irena was sitting on the farthest armchair and she gave me 
an uncomfortable stare as though she disapproved of 
everything that was going on in her house, right under her 
nose, but didn't trust herself to say anything. 


Viktor barely looked up at me. The pair of them were 
speaking Russian, and | pulled a thin smile, a little wary 
about newcomers until | could get the measure of them, 
especially after everything that had happened. 


All the same, | wasn't about to be rude. A little self-conscious 
over my sleep-rumpled appearance, | came further into the 
room, holding out my hand to shake. "Hello. Who's this? My 
name's Destiny." 


Viktor seemed to see me properly for the first time and the 
seriousness of his expression softened. "This is Valentin 
Rohzkov. He is Maxim's boss." 


The name rang enough of a bell that | felt my eyes widen in 
surprise. What was the next in line to be the head of the 
Bratva doing here in St Petersburg? 


"Pleased to meet you." He actually dipped his head to kiss 
my knuckles and | let out a nervous laugh, too polite to pull 
my hand back. There was no doubt the guy was suave. He 
was maybe a little older than Viktor, tall and lithe but just as 
built, and he had a predatory, calculating quality to his gaze 
that told me whenever he saw something he liked, he took 

it. | felt myself gulp, and failed to pull my hand back from his 
until he let it go. 


Beside me, | felt Viktor bristle. 


"Wh-what are you doing here?" Damn it, why wasn't my 
voice cooperating? There was something about this man 
who set me on edge, but the spike was nothing at all to do 
with being attracted to him, because | wasn't. The only man 
| had eyes for was Viktor, but Valentin made me nervous. 


"I heard things were getting messy. Viktor has been proving 
his worth. | wanted to make sure he has all the support he 
needs. In person. | am very grateful that he has shown such 
an interest in working for us." 


| nodded dumbly, all too aware that this man wasn't ever 
going to say anything explicit. 


Viktor's hand settled onto my shoulder. "Valentin is talking 
about me managing a new base of his security firm. The first 
St Petersburg arm." 


My eyes widened again, and so did his sister's. "Security 
firm?" 


"Yes. It's one of our expanding businesses. Viktor would be a 
perfect fit, and his previous experience gives him the kind of 
expertise that is invaluable to us." 


His English was perfect in a way that Viktor's wasn't, though 
he still carried the accent that Maxim had dropped. | guess 
he had the kind of expensive education that could make you 
sound like a local in any language. 


| glanced to Viktor again. "That's amazing." 


It sounded like this was his chance to get a legitimate 
position that would allow him to continue his work, just the 
way he'd always wanted. | understood that was what he'd 
been hoping the Bratva would offer, and that maybe it 
would even turn into more than just a cover. 


"It is a good opportunity," Viktor allowed. | couldn't 
understand his reluctance, he didn't seem to be jumping at 
it the way I'd thought he would and | frowned at him gently, 
trying to ask him what was wrong. 


"I think so, but then, | suppose you could call me biased." 
"How long would you need me in Moscow?" 


"That, I'm not certain of yet, but once we get closer to the 
time | will be more aware of how the cards are falling and 
how much pressure | will need to exert." 


"Moscow?" I'd only just started to settle on the idea of 
staying in St Petersburg for the long haul. Shipping off to 
another city, or staying here on my own were not choices I'd 
expected to have to make. 


Viktor shook his head. "Nothing is decided yet. | am staying 
here at least for now." 


| kept my eyes on Valentin. The very last thing | wanted was 
platitudes. | needed to know the truth. "But you might want 
him in Moscow?" 


"Only temporarily." Valentin's smile pulled thin and tight. "| 
promise | won't keep him away from you any longer than | 
have to." 


Was this what Chloe had talked about? Valentin was plotting 
his move against the elderly head of the Bratva, and all the 
good work that Viktor had done here to help secure St 
Petersburg for him meant that Valentin saw him as a good 
asset to use. | knew how much that meant to Viktor, but | 
couldn't help but wish he hadn't proved himself quite so 
well. 


Tackling a mish-mash of criminals who he had the inside 
scoop on was one thing, but in Moscow it would be a 
different kind of battle. They'd be going up against other 
Bratva members and my blood went cold at the thought of 
Viktor putting himself in danger. 


| pressed my lips together to stop myself from voicing any 
complaints. This wasn't my business. | couldn't stop Viktor 
from doing what he'd always wanted to, no matter how 
much | wanted to keep him safe. He was the kind of man 
who lived to do the job he did and | couldn't stop him. He 
wouldn't be the same man if | tried to keep him by my side. 


Suddenly, the realization that | hadn't seen Alexei since I'd 
got up surfaced with a dull stab of panic. "... Where's 
Alexei?" | asked, looking around the room, but there was no 
sign of him. 


My breathing hitch faster for a terrible moment, but then the 
door to the kitchen opened, and there was Elizabeth, 
jiggling her little boy on her hip as he laughed at her, and 
behind her stood Maxim, looking just as besotted with him 
as I'd ever seen. 


"It's good to see you Destiny." 


"You have no idea. It's so good to see you two. | can't wait to 
get back home." 


Maxim's head tilted. "Well that might be a few days yet. 
We're having some... emergency plumbing work done at the 
house." 


"Oh for goodness sake, Maxim, she knows exactly what 
happened at the house," Elizabeth put in, and I laughed. 
She was right, | didn't believe a word about plumbing. "But 
we are getting some repair work done. We're going to gotoa 
hotel for a few days. Of course you're welcome to come with 
us, but a little bird told me you might like a bit of time to 
yourselves for a change." 


| couldn't stop my grin from spreading right across my face 
when Viktor settled his hand on my shoulder and pulled me 
back in against his chest. 


"I think we can entertain ourselves, until you need us 
again." 


"Oh, I think so too." 


CHAPTER 32 


Viktor 


Destiny had my sister's little boy sitting by her side at the 
kitchen table, and they had it covered in pieces of paper. 
Alexei was in her lap, fascinated by the crayons she had let 
him play with. | paused in the doorway, taking in the sight 
and she looked up after a moment, as if she already knew | 
was there, with a broad smile for me. 


"What are you doing?" 
"I'm teaching your cute little nephew English." 


My heart swelled in my chest. | could see how happy she 
was, and right there in that little scene, | could see her 
future. Our future. 


"Oh yes? Tell me what have you learned?" | pulled up a seat 
at the table, shifting close so that my nephew could tell me 
everything he knew. 


This all made so much sense to me. Children made Destiny 
light up from the inside, but she was happier here, pouring 
over books and showing my sister's little boy how to write 
out his letters than she was cooing at Alexei, no matter how 
much she loved to look after him. 


"This is what you should do," | told her softly, and she 
frowned at me, confused. 


"What?" 


"You should stay here. And then you will make a new 
business. You will teach English to children. | know this will 
be very popular. Everybody wants to know how to speak 


properly, like an American, so they can work anywhere in 
the world." 


Her eyes widened and when she bit her lip and looked away, 
| could tell she was considering it." You really think so?" 


"Da. | really think. There are many wealthy parents who want 
the best for their children." 


She smiled. "Well | already know that. | wouldn't be here 
otherwise.” 


| nodded. "It is the truth. Anyway. Come. | have plans for this 
afternoon. For all of us. Let's go, before it gets dark." 


| had Alexei strapped to my chest in an infant carrier that 
Destiny had taken to wearing around the house when she 
wanted to keep him close. Irena had bundled her son up in 
so many layers he looked a little round and he could barely 
straighten his arm to take hold of his mother's hand. 


Alexei was tucked in snugly beneath my coat, but that didn’t 
stop Destiny from fussing about how secure he was, and how 
cold he was going to get out on the ice. | didn't mind at all 
when everything today was perfect. 


The Toropovs were set to meet us later, and we would finally 
be back to some kind of normality. The Bratva had finally 
triumphed. 


| couldn't complain about her fussing. | loved the way she 
looked after Alexei as though he was her own baby. She had 
a real love for the child, and it only proved to me how 
amazing she was going to be with our own baby one day. | 
wanted to see that for myself, and the way she was with him 
touched me more than | thought it ever could. She was 
going to be the kind of mother children dreamed about, and 
with her | had a chance to be more than just a father who 
spent his years away from his family, behind bars. 


| had my ice skates on, and | stepped onto the ice first, 
holding my hand out for her to take, sturdy on my feet. As a 
boy, | had crossed the Neva every winter when it froze over 
and they cleared the snow from it, but these days they 
didn't bother and the skaters flocked to the rinks set up in 
the city's parks instead. 


That was fine by me. All | wanted was the excuse to show 
Destiny the best Russia had to offer. | grinned at her as she 
strutted over towards the edge with the slightly awkward 
gait of someone unused to the stiffness of the boots and | 
helped her onto the ice-skating backwards a few steps. 


Predictably, she was too stiff and rigid on her feet, straight 
as a board, unsure where to place her balance and it meant 
she clung tightly to my arm. | didn't care. | was there to hold 
her up and keep her on her feet. "Relax. | have you." No way 
was | going to let her go down on my watch. 


She let out a nervous laugh, shaking her head as | tried to 
ease her death grip. "Don't let go!" 


"You are fine. Look. You are not going to fall." 


She didn't look convinced, but gradually she let me step 
away from her so that I could pull her along with me, and ten 
minutes later she graduated from her stiff, over-cautious 
shuffle, to a smoother glide with only the occasional wobble. 


"How come you're so good at this, Viktor?" 


"Practice. | think that you will be good too, when this is not 
your first time." 


All | ever wanted was to see her start to trust herself and 
stop worrying about all the worst outcomes in the world. She 
needed to live a little. | hoped this was going to show her 
that. 


| spun her around the ice until the novelty wore off and a 
crowd of kids started whizzing about, rushing up to people 


and shredding the ice right in front of them with the side of 
their blades so it came up in an arcing spray, before 
powering off again before anyone could stop them. 


| had been one of those kids, and | knew they were looking 
to cause trouble. | wasn't going to stand for that, even if 
they were only boys. 


When the fastest one came close to us and did the same, | 
pounded after him, just as fast with efficient steps that 
covered a lot of ground, even if they didn't look so elegant. | 
grabbed the back of his collar and he nearly went down on 
the ice when | yanked him backwards on a rumbling growl. 
With Alexei strapped to my chest, there wasn't much | could 
do to him, but scaring him off was good enough for me. 


"Get lost! You picked the wrong target." | told him as | 
shoved him forwards so he sprawled onto the ice in front of 
us, and he looked up, snarling before he scraped himself 
back up off the ground. 


| Knew what these kids were up to. Distraction and 
intimidation so that one of them could pick pockets 
unnoticed, and then they could all rocket off before anyone 
could figure out what had happened. That wasn't going to 
happen to me, not in my city, and they would regret it for 
the rest of their lives if they tried something like that with 
Destiny. That was an easy promise to make to myself. From 
now on, | wasn't going to let behavior like that slide. No one 
should operate outside of the code. There had to be change 
now that the Bratva were in charge, or all of this would have 
been in vain. 


The kid took off and | watched him go before turning around 
and heading back across the ice to where Destiny was 
waiting for me. 


"Viktor... they were just kids messing about!" 
"Perhaps. Anyway. They are gone now." 


Destiny rubbed her hands together, shifting from foot to foot 
on the ice. "I'm cold. | think I'm done now. Alexei's probably 
freezing too." 


Just like that, the bubble of the afternoon together had burst 
and my irritation with the kid's interruption increased a 
hundredfold. How was | supposed to impress Destiny when 
my time alone with her kept being hijacked? After 
everything that had passed, | had hoped to get some real 
time alone without any threats getting in the way. 


"Fine. We should get some soup to warm up." 


"Yeah, okay. Let's do that. Then we should head back home. 
It's getting dark." 


| let out an irritated breath of my own. It seemed as though 
Destiny would be perfectly happy staying in with Alexei 
every day, and | didn't know whether that was because she 
really wanted to or because she was still afraid. Or worse, 
trying to avoid me. After everything we'd been through 
together. | had thought we would be well past that. All that 
mattered to me was spending every waking moment with 
her, and I had a plan to make her see just how true that was. 


We made it over to the side and | helped Destiny off the ice 
and over to the benches they'd set out by the skate hire hut 
for people to change their shoes. | went to get Alexei's 
stroller and to reclaim our boots before unstrapping him 
from my chest and folding the carrier into the changing bag 
Destiny always brought everywhere the baby went and 
when I looked up she was grinning at me. 


"What?" 
"Nothing." She looked away and then back up to meet my 
eyes, her cheeks getting pinker in a way that told me it had 


nothing to do with the cold. "I was just thinking you're going 
to make a great father one day, that's all." She shrugged, as 


though the thought was an awkward one to have, but the 
smile on my face grew to match hers. 


"I think you will be an excellent mother." 


She rolled her eyes. "I should hope so. After all these years 
doing childcare. It'd be pretty terrible if | didn't know what 
to do with my own kids." 


| settled my hand on her wrist, silent until she looked up at 
me. | was sick of her undervaluing herself, to me she was the 
most special person in the world and she needed to start 
seeing that too. "I think it is more than knowing when to 
change a diaper or what game to play. You are full of love. It 
is beautiful. Enough for all your family." 


| took her hand and pulled her in close to me, tucking a 
wayward strand of hair behind her ear. As always, my eyes 
strayed to her lips, and hers followed mine. 


"When I am with you, | feel like | could be this man that you 
see. | want you to be the mother of my children." 


Destiny drew in a startled breath and her eyes widened. 
"What are you saying?" 


"| love you. | have loved you since | first met you. | have 
never known any woman like you. You make me want to live 
a better life, to find a way to have a home with you." 


Maybe it was too soon, but it was the truth and everything 
we had been through already told me that. | would do 
whatever it took to keep her by my side, and | truly wanted 
to make a life with her, if she would have me. 


Staring deep into her eyes, | knew exactly what | wanted, 
and | knew that | would want to be with her forever. Without 
a second thought, | dropped to my knee in the compacted 
Snow. 


"| don't have a ring, but I will work all of my days to give you 
everything you could ever want. Destiny, will you be my 


wife? 


"Oh Viktor, yes! Yes of course | will! | love you too. I'm half a 
world away from everything I've grown up knowing and you 
still make me feel like this is home." Her eyes glinted, wet 
with threatening tears and when she pulled me to my feet, | 
leaned down to press my lips to hers. She kissed me back 
just as fiercely, standing up on her toes to close the gap 
between us as! plundered her mouth. Around us, the crowd 
of other ice skaters let out a cheer. 


| could have taken her right there and then, even with all 
the people surrounding us. When it came to Destiny, there 
was nothing that could hold me back and | would never 
have wanted it to. 


CHAPTER 33 


Destiny 


Elizabeth and Maxim stood on either side of me, looking into 
the dressing table mirror. | still couldn't get over how 
beautiful the gold-trimmed lace of the dress was, and the 
ermine trimmed veil was perfect. I'd always favored more 
vintage fashion, enjoying their quirky fun side, but the 
woman | saw reflected back at me was elegant and 
beautiful. | couldn't believe that it was me. 


| had done my hair up in rolls for a little of that vintage feel, 
but away from my face, the carefully crafted curls flowed 
free. 


"You look beautiful," Elizabeth said, grinning at me in the 
mirror. 


Maxim held out a small jewelry box and my eyes darted wide 
with surprise. 


"What's this?" 


He snapped open the lid to show a pair of pearl drop 
earrings and Elizabeth reached in to take one out. "This is 
tradition," she told me. "I'm learning that the last thing you 
ever want to do is get between a Russian man and tradition. 
So, as your married friend, | will put your first earring in, and 
Maxim, as my husband, will put the other one in afterwards." 


| let out a laugh, covering my mouth with my hand. "Really?" 


"Really. You wait. In a minute we're going to dress Maxim up 
in a veil and try to give him to Viktor until he comes back 
with enough of a ransom to be worthy of your hand." 


Maxim grunted and folded his arms across his chest, looking 
less than amused about the morning to come." You don't 
look like you approve." 


He shook his head, brushing my concerns away. "Not at all. If 
we're going through all the fuss of a church wedding, we 
might as well do it right." 


Elizabeth rolled her eyes. "Just because we got hitched ina 
town hall. Don't be a grumpus. He loves it really. Ignore him, 
Destiny. You're going to remember today forever. Both of you 
are." 


She leaned down, fiddling with my ear for a moment to 
thread the hook through my pierced ear and then | tilted my 
head the other way for Maxim to do the same. When | looked 
at myself in the mirror again, | couldn't stop my smile. | 
really did look like some kind of princess, but that wasn't the 
best bit. Today, | got to marry Viktor and | would become his 
wife for the rest of our lives together. 


"There," Maxim said, patting me on the shoulder. "Now. 
Come downstairs. There are some people who can't wait to 
see you." 


| felt like | owned the city as | walked down the sweeping 
staircase. There were flowers and candles on every surface 
and everything glinted and gleamed. A few guests were 
assembling, but | hardly knew who any of them were, | didn't 
expect to this far from home. 


But then there was a shout from across the hall, and | turned 
just in time to see Chloe pelting over with her arms flung 
wide. 


"Oh my God, you look beautiful!" 


My jaw fell open, and I nearly burst into tears on the spot. | 
hadn't imagined in a million years that Chloe would come all 
the way here to share in my wedding. "Chloe! What are you 
doing here?" 


"Oh you didn't think | was going to let you get married 
without me here, did you? Elizabeth said you needed a 
witness or something. Don't cry - you'll smudge. Suck it up. 
You've gotta stay perfect until your man sees you!" 


| hugged my best friend tight, feeling all the tension I'd 
been holding in my shoulders ease. | wasn't doing this alone 
and even though it was everything | wanted, that meant 
more to me than | ever could have described. "I'm so glad to 
see you. | can't wait for you to meet Viktor." 


"Oh, me neither. | bet he's perfect for you. But right now, 
there's someone else here too," Chloe said as she eased 
back from my embrace, slipping her hand into mine. 


| recognized her husband Roman from across the room, and | 
waved to him as we came close. He was holding their 
daughter on his hip and at first that was who | thought Chloe 
was talking about, but then Roman nodded to the woman 
next to him who was staring up at the pictures on the wall 
and my heart skipped. 


"Nana!" 


There wasn't a thing I could do to stop the tears now, and 
Chloe slung her arm tight around my waist and handed me a 
tissue, giving me a squeeze as my grandma turned to me 
with a beaming smile. 


"So beautiful!" She said, fondling the lace of my dress and 
my heart squeezed painfully. 


"You look pretty too Nana. I love your hat. And look at this 
dress." 


Confusion flooded softly over her face again and she looked 
down at herself like she'd forgotten what she was wearing. 
Then she tilted her head slightly. "It is lovely, isn't it? This 
kind young man has been showing me around." Then she 
leaned in and spoke to me behind her hand. "Don't tell his 
wife, but I think he's got the hots for me." 


| barely smothered my laugh as giddiness squeezed out of 
me. "I bet he does Nana. Why wouldn't he?" 


| looked to Roman. "Thank you. Both of you. So much." 
Having her here meant the world to me, and only someone 
like Roman would have been able to pull it off. "This is so 
much more than I ever hoped for." 


"It's the least we could do, Destiny. You're the reason | met 
my wonderful wife and | will owe you a debt of gratitude for 
the rest of my days." He leaned in close to speak softly into 
my ear. "She has a private nurse who flew out with us. You 
don't have to worry about a thing. She's having the time of 
her life." 


We left for the church in a blur, and suddenly I was outside 
it, climbing the steps. | could just glimpse the inside of the 
church full of candlelight and images of saints and angels in 
folded picture frames, heavily gilded, throwing the shadows 
around and making the light seem even warmer with the old 
gold. Everything smelled of incense and the sense of history 
and ritual was so thick it was practically embedded into the 
brickwork. 


But my attention was already stolen by something else. 


| drew in an awed breath, as | approached Viktor. He filled 
out his suit beautifully and I'd never seen him look so 
handsome in the perfectly knotted tie. | was already 
picturing him tying me up with it after the reception and 
claiming his marriage rights. My husband to be smiled. 


"You like?" 
"Very much. You're so handsome." 


| bowed my head, ducking down in prayer as we approached 
the entranceway, and Viktor crossed himself next to me. The 
prayer he said was under his breath, near silent and | had no 
need to share in it to know that whatever he was saying, he 
meant it. 


| felt my heart clench in my chest. Whatever he'd done to 
get to where he was now, Viktor was a good man at heart, 
and | was going to be very happy with him. 


Viktor 


The priest met us just inside the church doors, as was the 
custom. In front of my family and my new Bratva brothers, 
he blessed us both, side by side. 


Destiny was more beautiful than | ever could have imagined, 
and when she took the candle the priest lit for her to hold, 
the glow of light on her face made her look like an angel. 
Next to her, | felt like a worthy prince, rather than the 
blackened soul | knew myself to be. But in her love, | had 
found redemption. 


| slipped her ring onto her finger as part of the betrothal, 
and she gave me mine, love burning in her eyes. 


Then we proceeded into the church itself and stood by the 
altar, in front of our guests. Destiny's best friend was her 
witness, and Irena was mine. At the appropriate point of the 
ceremony, they held the gold crowns over our heads, 
crowning us as sovereigns of our marriage, king and queen 
of each other's hearts, joined in our duty to God. The priest 
bound our hands together with his rope while we held the 
candles, and | swear something in the universe shifted as we 
followed him on our path around the lectern that held the 
Gospels, to acknowledge that where we had once been two, 
we were now joined as one. 


Destiny had tears in her eyes, but | could tell from her smile 
that they were tears of happiness. | had never felt more 
complete in my life and | knew that now | always would be. 
She was the part of myself that | had been searching for, and 
now that we were together, | never had to let her go again. 


The whole thing passed far more quickly than it should 
have, and before | knew it we were back at the Toropov's 
house, raising a toast with our guests to the familiar chant 
that rose around us. Gorko, Gorko, Gorko. 


| Knocked back a gulp of vodka, meeting my wife's eyes and 
she did the same. Then I pulled Destiny in close, ducking 
down to kiss her like | planned to kiss her every day of our 
lives. My tongue wound in to find hers, and her body arched 
closer to mine. | didn't care about the crowd | was supposed 
to be pacifying, this kiss was all for my new wife. If they 
hadn't been there, | would have picked her up and carried 
her through to the bedroom. | couldn't wait to see her out of 
all of the beautiful lace, and have her all to myself. But 
before then, | knew we had some celebrating to do and | 
wasn't going to pull away until | had to. 


Gradually the shouts died down, turning to a celebratory 
whooping instead and when | finally let her go, Destiny's 
cheeks were beautifully flushed and any remnant of the 
bitter taste of the alcohol was well and truly gone, just as it 
was supposed to be. The rest of our lives were going to be 
nothing but sweetness, and our kisses would chase 
everything bad away. 


EPILOGUE 


Destiny 


Six months later 


Irena's smile couldn't have got any wider. I'd never seen her 
look so happy, and she kept shaking Valentin's hand over 
and over again until the man looked like he was truly fed up 
with her. | would have gone over to warn her that she 
needed to stop if she knew what was good for her, but | 
probably would have done the same thing. 


Everything was working out perfectly because of Valentin. 


He'd arranged a bigger house for Irena and her family to 
move into, and from what | understood, her husband was 
only too happy to have his palm greased. As Viktor said, it 
made sense for everyone. The Bratva got to have someone 
on the inside of the local government who was willing to do 
them some favors, and everybody got what they wanted. 


| leaned against Viktor's chest, watching the movers pick up 
the last of the boxes, trying to stifle my excitement. As soon 
as Irena and her boys left, the apartment would be empty 
except for me and my husband. | couldn't wait for us to have 
our first night alone in our very own home. 


Valentin sidled over with his long smooth strides and Viktor 
stood a little straighter on instinct. 


"ĮI will leave you alone in just a moment, but you should 
expect another van. There is a delivery coming. | hope you 
don't think it is too much, but | have arranged a little house- 
warming gift. Nothing so large, but you cannot make a 


pregnant lady sleep on the floor. So, there is a bed for you. | 
hope that you like it." 


| let out a laugh, stroking over my growing bump with 
appreciation for Valentin's thoughtfulness. | might not have 
warmed to him at first, but | understood now what a great 
leader he was going to be. Somehow he always seemed to 
remember the personal details about the men he worked 
with, and he made everyone feel valued. 


| was sleepless enough without the prospect of nights spent 
on the floor until we had a chance to get a bed delivered 
and | wasn't about to look a gift horse in the mouth. 


"Thank you, so much. We're looking forward to furnishing 
the place ourselves, but that is really appreciated." 


Viktor looked down at me with a pained expression. "I think 
furniture is your job. | will put it together and lift it into 
place. You can choose and buy. And | will paint, if you want 
different color on the walls." 


| wrapped my arms around Viktor's waist, squeezing him 
tight. "It's going to be perfect. | love it even without 
anything in it at all." 


| could hardly believe that this was my life now, but it was. 
And this was going to be our home. This apartment had 
room enough for our baby, and another room for guests to 
come and stay, or maybe for a little brother or sister to our 
first born, and in the front room | could teach my English 
classes, at least to begin with. 


The office of the security business Valentin had promised to 
bring to the city was only down the street and we could have 
lunch together when he wasn't out working a job. Viktor had 
a regular salary, and he really did work as a consultant most 
of the time, acting as a bodyguard for the rest of it. | never 
had to worry about what he was getting up to, and whether 
he was going to get arrested at the end of the day, because 


for the first time in his life he was on the right side of the 
law, at least on paper, even while he was still in the Bratva's 
employment. 


Nothing could have been more perfect. 


"You will have to go back to Miami for the birth," Valentin 
put in. "We will make all the arrangements." 


| bit my lip, uncertain for the first time in my life whether 
that was really what | wanted. I'd come all this way to find a 
home. Did | really want to go back to root my child in place | 
was leaving? | looked to Viktor. 


"I don't know. | want our baby to be Russian." 


"She will be. But she can be American too. Just like her 
mother, if you want that. It would be good for her future." 


| smiled at him, feeling all of my anxieties settle. He was 
right. This would always be our home, but it made sense to 
give our child all the opportunities we could. Wherever she 
was born, she'd have US citizenship because of me. But 
even if | did go back to Sunny Isles to give birth, | wouldn't 
be tied to the place any longer than I wanted to be. I'd be 
like all those other Russian brides who just came over fora 
holiday in the sun and better hospital care and then we'd 
come back and it would be like a beautiful dream. 


| thought about introducing my Nana to her great grandchild 
and my heart filled up with joy. Even if she never understood 
who she was, it was something | knew I wanted to do. Chloe 
would get to see my baby, and | would get to see her again, 
along with her family. And | would love every minute of it. 
But from now on, St Petersburg was always going to be my 
beautiful reality. 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


Viktor 


One year later 


| stepped back from the Christmas tree, looking at the 
readjustment of the star on top assessing the angle with a 
critical eye. 


Destiny was crouched on the ground with our little daughter, 
Agneiska, who was full of glee at having made a grab for the 
most sparkling of all the baubles on the tree. My darling wife 
had made me promise that we would come home for a 
proper Christmas together and | had reassured her that we 
still could. 


I'd thought she would regret her decision to come back once 
she felt the kiss of the Florida sun on her skin, but the whole 
time we were there for the birth of our child and the weeks 
and months that followed, all she could talk about was 
coming home to St Petersburg, to our home. 


She had made it beautiful and filled it with a warmth that | 
had never experienced in my childhood. Every time | looked 
at my wife, | was filled with awe that she could love a man 
like me, but | never doubted it fora moment. Everything she 
left behind her, she did so willingly, and gladly. 


We had stayed with Roman and Chloe to bring in the New 
Year, and given the children presents from Grandfather Frost 
underneath the Christmas tree and both my wife and her 
best friend had been more excited than the children. We'd 
had the traditional American Christmas in December, but as 


| told Destiny, that didn't matter. The real, Russian date was 
in January, and that was when we would celebrate together. 


With Destiny | got to have the best of all worlds, and | hope 
she felt the same was true of her. 


So we came home for a proper Russian Christmas, just the 
way it always had been done in this country. And for the first 
time in my life, coming back really did feel profound. Far 
more than prison, the apartment we had decorated together 
and filled with memories was truly my home. And I couldn't 
wait for our daughter to feel that way too. 


"That's perfect. Isn't that good, Nushky? Look how clever 
daddy is after you tried to pull the tree down." 


Our little daughter giggled, clapping her hands together and 
my chest swelled with pride that she was already so far 
ahead despite how young she was. It made sense; her 
mother was an overachiever too. 


While we'd been in Miami, Chloe and Roman had helped her 
to turn her babysitting business into a franchise, so that she 
retained ownership of the brand she had set up and could 
vet the people going out to clients under the business name 
she had set up, and Chloe vowed to do as many interviews 
and spot checks as she needed to make sure she was happy 
with the quality of childcare being provided. Just like that, 
my beautiful wife secured herself one income in America, 
giving her the capital to make a start on the language 
school she had been quietly planning for months. 


Now that we were back home, we could both get our feet 
back under the table and | knew that our life together was 
about to take off. 


"What time are Elizabeth and Maxim going to stop by?" 


"Any minute now," | assured my wife and she stood up, 
picking up our daughter to carry along with her. The deep 
scarlet dress she had chosen was beautiful, with a skirt that 


flared out to accentuate all those retro curves | had fallen in 
love with. Her lips were slicked with the same bright color, 
and maybe it could have looked cheap on anyone else, but 
on Destiny it was the classiest, sexiest thing in the world. 


| pulled her in for a kiss, not caring whether | got covered in 
lipstick marks for one moment. | couldn't keep my hands off 
my wife when we were working together and | was supposed 
to be focused on saving her life, | was never going to 
manage it when we were alone in our own home. 


As always, | was hard within a second and my eager cock 
was hungry to have her even though I'd fucked her slow this 
morning in bed, and harder and faster in the shower the 
night before until she screamed out my name and our little 
Nusky started crying. 


| couldn't get enough of her and I was starting to realize that 
there was nothing that would ever change that. 


The doorbell sounded, and Destiny made to struggle out of 
my grasp, but | held on more tightly, grinning at her. 


“Let me go, | need to let them in." 


"They can wait," | purred, pressing my engorged cock up 
against her inner thigh so she could see just what she was 
trying to pass up. 

“They cannot stand outside on the doorstep while we have 
sex." 


"I think that they can." 
"Viktor... No. Babushka. Babushka!" 


| laughed, pulling back reluctantly. "You don't mean that. 
You're breaking my heart." 


She tilted her head and gave me a long look, then she 
stretched up on her toes and pulled my face down to meet 
hers. My wife kissed me fiercely, inviting my tongue into her 
mouth with such explicit wantonness that | could have come 


in my pants right there and then. When she pulled back, she 
left me groaning. 


"Be patient, Viktor. I'll make it worth your while." 


| smiled at Destiny, shaking my head as | admitted defeat. 
"With you, it always is." 


She glanced back over her shoulder at me as she shimmied 
over to open the door, and | Knew that she was swaying her 
hips just to tease me all the more. 


“They better not stay for long." 
"Since when are you such a big Grinch?" 
"Since | have a wife of my own. | don't want to share her." 


Destiny laughed and shook her pretty head as | made my 
way to her side. | slipped my arm around her waist as she 
opened the door on our friends. 


“Look who we found loitering around such a very long way 
from Moscow," Maxim greeted, pulling me into a manly hug 
and backslap, before double kissing my wife's cheeks. 
Elizabeth hugged us both, juggling Alexei on her hip just 
like Destiny with our daughter. Standing next to the pair of 
them was Valentin Roszhkov, holding the neck of a magnum 
of Champagne. 


"Hello, good to see you. Something to celebrate?" Destiny 
asked. 


Valentin shrugged and his smile curled up, as enigmatic as 
ever as he held out the bottle for her to take. "You could say 
that. Everything is working out very well indeed. Merry 
Christmas, Destiny Kaverina. The two of you have helped me 
find my fate." 
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